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When You're A Mystery Kid 


by WritingNeverending 


Summary 


They were just kids, forming a harmless little club. They solved mysteries, uncovered secrets, 
and helped those who needed it along the way. They had no idea it would lead to this. 


Chapter 51: Dipper leads in the incursion into the Blackthorne Estate. 


The Hunt Is On 


Chapter Summary 


You ever wanted a badass lock-and-load montage about the Mystery Kids? 
Congratulations, you got one! 


Chapter Notes 


IMPORTANT NOTE: Chapters | through 7 were written way back in 2014, and so 
reflects the views, ideas, and writing skills that I had during that time. Feel free to read 
them if you’d like, but I would advise you skip straight to chapter 8. Trust me, you are 
not missing much. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Disclaimer: I only own the story and my OCs 
The Hunt Is On 
Coraline face palmed for what seems like the hundredth time today. 


She pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to ease the headache that is starting to form. The 
blue-haired girl left for a quick bathroom break for no more than ten minutes and her friends 
has managed to turn their relatively-tidy makeshift headquarters into the aftermath of a 
hurricane. 


Groaning, she forced herself to watch the utter complete mess before her. 


Books and papers are scattered all over the room, some of them still flying in the middle of 
the chaos. Most of their mystery hunting equipments are taken off their shelves and left 
carelessly on the floor, even the highly hi-tech and expensive ones. Trophies and memorabilia 
from their hunts are scattered across the room, some of them even stuck on the ceiling. God 
knows how that happened. 


And that was without mentioning her friends’ antics. 


Norman and Neil are sitting on the floor, their hair somehow braided together. They tugged 
and pulled at each other’s hair, their hands frantically trying to undo the knots. The sight of 
Mabel laughing her lungs out nearby made it quite clear who put them in their predicament. 


You’d think the fact that this is also her and her brother’s room would make her a little 
worried. 


And moving to the other half of the Pines twins, who is caught up in yet another heated 
argument with Raz. The topic of the argument is the same as the others; who is the real brains 
in the team. They shouted out the advantages that they had over each other, all things 
Coraline has already heard. While arguments are usually just a bother to the ears, Coraline 
quickly learned that everything changes when a psychic enters the fray. Especially one that 
has tendency to use his powers to... emphasize his point. 


Strangely, even at the risk of receiving a psi-blast to the face or worse, Dipper still stubbornly 
refuses to give up his point. 


“A careful observation can beat psi-blasting like a lunatic any day!” the twelve-year old 
exclaimed. 


“You won’t be able to observe anything once I’m done psi-blasting you!” the psychic spat 
back, fists already glowing with psychic energy. 


“I can guess your deepest fears even if my pants are on fire!” Coraline face palmed again at 
that sentence. Taunting someone that can start fires with his mind to light your pants on fire is 
not very smart for someone that’s been dubbed a genius. 


Raz’s teeth clenched, and Coraline knew that something bad is sure to happen. “YOU 
WANNA PROVE THAT?!” he yelled at the other boy’s face, sending a psychic wave at all 
directions. Equipments and trophies were scattered across the room, and the books and 
papers are sent flying once again. 


Coraline ducked as she saw a book heading straight at her, letting it fly out the still open door. 
She stood up straight and turned towards the Dipper and Raz, glaring at them with irritation. 
Unsurprisingly, the two are still arguing. However, Coraline forced herself from lashing out 
at the two, as, surprisingly, they are not the most potentially destructive people in the room. 


Wybie sat in the corner, frantically trying to get his contraption under control. The boy of 
course, has completely ignored Coraline’s ‘no-experiments-in-the-briefing-room’ policy and 
decided to work on one of his projects here, just as said project went haywire. Coraline shook 
her head as the contraption went crazier as a result of Raz’s psychic wave, Wybie getting 
more frantic along with it. 


Coraline moved towards Wybie, ignoring the bickering boys and Mabel and her victims. 
Suddenly, there was loud boom, accompanied with several loosed bolts being sent flying 
across the room. Coraline ducked instinctively, and the rest stopped what they’re doing 
momentarily, and only momentarily. 


Coraline’s eyes followed the bolts as they rooted themselves on various parts of the room. 
One of them actually struck Aggie’s leg, but the girl is currently preoccupied with the sight 
before her. Coraline followed the technically-older girl’s gaze, and she let out a dejected sigh. 
Installed on the wall in front of Aggie was four large computer monitors, all filled with error 
warnings. The girl shifted nervously in her seat, scratching her head in confusion. Warily, 


Aggie pushed a button on the keyboard, but all it did is cause a hundred more error messages 
to appear. 


Coraline looked back and forth between Aggie and Wybie, not sure who to help first. Mabel’s 
annoying laughter and Raz and Dipper’s ongoing argument is not helping her decide. While 
deciding, she noticed one of her friends not being bothered at all by the chaos around them. 


Coraline approached the girl, who is watering her plants under the triangular window. 
“And just what are you doing?” Coraline asked, hands on her hips. 
“A little obvious, don’t you think?” Lili replied, not bothering to turn away from her plants. 


“And you’re not the slightest bit bothered by this?” Coraline asked, ducking as a part of 
Wybie’s contraption flew past her. “GET THAT THING UNDER CONTROL, LOVAT!” she 
snapped. 


“WHAT’D YOU THINK I’ VE BEEN DOING, JONESY?!” the boy snapped back, diverting 
his attention from his contraption to Coraline, which of course did not end well for him. 


Coraline shook his head as the contraption caught on fire, Wybie’s panic practically going 
through the roof at this point. Coraline gladly diverted her attention back to the psychic girl. 
“So?” she asked again. 


“As long as they’re not bothering me, they can do anything they want.” The girl answered 
simply. 


“And what exactly happened here?” Coraline asked, her curious gaze sweeping across the 
mess that supposedly occurred in the five minutes that she was gone. If it wasn’t for the fact 
that this room is their headquarters, she would actually be impressed by that feat. 


Lili let out a low sigh, setting her watering can down and turning to face Coraline with a 
mildly annoyed look. “After you left, Wybie started his project here. Dipper unnecessarily 
tried to help out, Raz called him a know-it-all, and I’m sure you know what happens next. 
Norman and Neil were minding their own business, until sweater girl comes in, and she 
hadn’t stopped laughing since then. Wybie tried to do some damage control, but his 
contraption decided to go psycho all of a sudden. Aggie tried to back away from the 
craziness, but she accidentally bumped into the keyboard, and now she’s stuck with her own 
mess.” 


After that quick explanation, Lili abruptly turned her attention back to her plants. Coraline 
shook her head at psychic’s apathy, deciding whether to berate her or not. 


At least she’s not making a mess. Coraline thought, turning her attention back to the chaos 
behind her, which is worsening with every passing second. She took a step forward, readying 
her loudest shout to gain everyone’s attention. But before she can do that, a different loud 
noise captured their attention. 


A siren, installed just above the door, blared as it bathed the room in flashes of red light. The 
chaos of the room came to an abrupt stop, replaced by the siren’s blare, gaining everyone’s 
attention. After a few seconds, the siren stopped, the room now illuminated in a warm, 
summer sunlight again, but Coraline never expected what happened next. 


Dipper and Raz’s argument stopped, the two of them rushing towards the computer. Aggie 
got out of her seat, quickly replaced by Dipper. With a few button presses, the error warnings 
and messages on all four monitors disappeared, much to Aggie’s silent relief. 


Mabel finally stopped her laughter and, with a few quick tugs, unraveled Norman and Neil’s 
hair. The three quickly joined Dipper, Raz and Aggie in front of the monitors. 


Wybie picked up a fire extinguisher from among the mess and drenched his device with the 
white substance, putting the fire out but his device is most definitely ruined in the process. 
Letting out a low, dejected sigh, he put the extinguisher down and joined the others in front of 
the monitors. 


Lili put her watering can down and placed her plants back right under the triangular window. 
She stood up and made her way to the monitors. 


Meanwhile, Coraline stood stunned in the middle of the room, mouth slightly agape from her 
attempted yell. She was dumbfounded; the fact that the complete chaos in front of her came 
to an abrupt stop didn’t completely register in her mind. 


What the-? Did that just... actually happened...? The blue haired girl thought. 


“Wow, seriously?” said Lili with an un-amused look on her face, breaking Coraline’s trance. 
“Good to know you think so highly of us.” she continued, sarcasm dripping with every word. 
It wasn’t until Lili joined the others in front of the monitors that Coraline realized that the girl 
just read her mind. 


Blushing faintly, Coraline joined the others. 


Dipper was already typing on his keyboard when she arrived. A full map of Gravity Falls is 
displayed on the leftmost monitor, with a blinking red dot displayed prominently on the map. 
With a few button presses, Dipper zooms in on the red dot, revealing it to be close to the 
waterfall. 


“About a mile south of the waterfall.” Dipper stated. 
“What lives there? Hide-Behind? The piranha-pigeons?” Norman guessed. 


Dipper punched in some more commands, opening up footage of several surveillance 
cameras on another monitor. It showed several different spots in the forest near the waterfall. 
Punching more commands, Dipper rewinds the time to about before the siren went off, before 
playing it again frame by frame. All nine of them watched the footage closely as the frames 
passed, looking for signs for a creature or anything supernatural. 


“There!” Raz shouted, pointing at a footage on the top center of the monitor. Dipper 
immediately stopped the footage, enlarging the one that Raz is pointing. On screen, there is a 
blurry image of an all-black, horse-shaped figure. 


“It’s that Shadow Mare from last week!” Mabel announced. “He still owes me a ride.” she 
added with a pout. 


“Remember guys, the journal said the Shadow Mare could be a ghost,” Dipper reminded, “if 
that turns out to be true...” 


“Then we’ll take point.” Norman, the team’s expert on ghosts, nodded, alongside Aggie, the 
team’s other expert on ghostly things. 


m? 


“Alright, let’s gear up!” Raz announced, already itching for an adventure. 

The group quickly dispersed from the monitor, leaving Coraline dumbfounded once again. 
Wybie snatched three keys off of a hanger on the wall and dashed out of the room. Raz and 
Lili quickly cleaned up the mess, using their psychic powers of course. Their equipments and 
trophies flew back to their respective places, returning the room to its original state in a 
matter of seconds. The deed done, the two walked out of the room, Raz picking up his 
signature goggles along the way. 


Dipper, Mabel, Norman, Neil and Aggie moved to their personal lockers, bolted on the wall 
opposite of the monitors. Dipper’s locker, decorated with a layer of notes about his personal 
research, is the rightmost one. Mabel’s is right next to Dipper’s, decorated with colorful 
stickers and various arts and crafts items, and is also the only one that has been repainted 
pink. Norman’s is two lockers away from Mabel’s, separated by Wybie’s and Coraline’s. 
Unlike Dipper’s and Mabel’s, Norman’s locker is colored pitch black, plain and undecorated. 
The same can be said for the two lockers left of Norman’s, belonging to Aggie and Neil 
respectively. 


Dipper fished out his precious journal, 3, out of the locker and tucked it safely in his vest. He 
pulled out another thing, a utility belt, and fastened it around his waist. From a special 
container in his locker, he pulled out several chemical tubes and secured them on his utility 
belt. From an even more special container, he pulled out a device he made with Wybie’s help. 
It can mix the chemicals that he brought, enabling a larger variety of uses and making them 
deadlier than ever. He carefully secured the device on his utility belt. 


Mabel opened her locker, gazing at its content with a silly grin. Hanging proudly in the locker 
is her ‘most amazing sweater of all time ever’. A plain white sweater with the words 
‘Mystery Kids’ stitched to it, each letter styled with the characteristics of each of her friends. 
It also has a layer of strong yet flexible protective padding underneath the fabric, courtesy of 
Wybie and Dipper. Eagerly, she slipped on her ‘adventure sweater’ over her current sweater, 
alongside a utility belt similar to Dipper’s. She then took out her trusty grappling hook and 
secured it on her belt. 


Norman opened his locker, pulling out his signature red jacket, now with protective padding 
similar to Mabel’s, courtesy of Wybie as well. He slipped them on, and pulled a slingshot and 
a bag of metal pellets from his locker, placing them in his jacket. After discovering that he 


has a decent aim, Norman reserved this ability for situations like this, and decided that a 
slingshot is the weapon best suited for him. 


Aggie fumbled a little with her locker’s lock before she managed to open it. She pulled out 
and slipped on a pair of gloves made out of non-conductive material specially designed by 
Mabel and Wybie, its main purpose is to contain her ‘leftover powers’. 


Neil opened his locker with an excited smile, only for it to turn to a horrified look as dozens 
of brooms and other cleaning tools fell upon him. The others paused their gear-up to stare 
dumbfounded at the pile of cleaning tools that buried Neil. 


“Ow...” the boy moaned in pain. 


“Oops...” Mabel spoke, drawing silent sighs from the rest. “I completely forgot about that 
prank...” 


Coraline face palmed. The whole time, as her friends immediately dropped their antics and 
got down to business, a feeling of pride starts welling up inside her. The fact that the ragtag 
bunch is capable of getting serious when needed is definitely something to be proud of. 
However, that prank is like the world trying to remind her that they are all still pre-teens after 
all. 


She took her hand off her face, intending to help Neil, but she was surprised to find that they 
are already gone, all of the brooms and cleaning equipment crammed back in Neil’s locker. 
Hurried footsteps from the door suggest that they stuffed them back in and immediately left. 


Coraline let a small smile out. Definitely not your everyday pre-teens though. 


Realizing that everyone else must already be ready downstairs, she hurried to her locker. She 
fished out and put on her signature yellow coat and police cap. Unlike Mabel and Norman, 
her coat doesn’t have any added protective padding. She pulled out her satchel and, after 
quickly checking to see if all her equipments are in there, puts it on. Lastly, she took out her 
mace, securing it to a strap on her satchel. 


Now, the blue-haired girl is ready. But, before she left the room, she opened Wybie’s locker 
and took out his signature mask. She sprinted out of the room, through the house and out the 
Mystery Shack’s back door. 


Outside, the rest of her friends are waiting for her, preparing all three of their ‘Mystery 
Rides’. The first one, the Mystery Cart, now with some modifications by Wybie, with the 
materials coming from Raz and Lili’s Psychonaut connections. After getting it from Stan 
through a lengthy argument, they all worked together and turned the golf cart into their main 
mystery solving vehicle. While the exterior might still look like an ordinary golf cart, it now 
has dozens of compartments to store their equipments, and it also has dozens of new 
functions, most of them can be activated with just a press of a button. 


Currently, Dipper, Mabel, Raz, Lili and Neil are tending to it. Dipper is checking and filling 
some compartments with several of his chemical tubes, Mabel is pumping the tires while 


Raz, Lili and Neil are seated on their usual spots. Lili and Neil sat on the back, while Raz still 
stubbornly chooses to place himself on the roof. 


The second one of the Mystery Rides, Wybie’s bike-motorcycle hybrid, currently being 
tended by Wybie. Surprisingly, even though it is his bike, it is the one that Wybie modifies 
the least. For Coraline, the bike looks the same as it was two years ago, when she first arrived 
at the Pink Palace. 


And finally, the last of the Mystery Rides, Norman’s bicycle. After weeks of persuasion from 
the others, Norman finally agreed to make his bicycle a part of the Mystery Rides, letting 
Wybie turn it into a bike-motorcycle hybrid similar to his own. Currently, Norman and Aggie 
are tending to it. 


“You guys ready?” Coraline shouted, catching their attention. 
“Just waiting on you, Jonesy.” Wybie replied, getting on his bike. 


Stepping towards her friends, Coraline pulled out nine earpieces from her satchel and tossed 
one to each of them, keeping one for herself. She placed it on her right ear, the others 
following suit, though Aggie fumbled with it a little. 


She walked towards Wybie, handing him his mask. “I think you forgot this. Again.” 


Wybie slapped his forehead. “My mask! I knew I forgot something!” He looked at the blue- 
haired girl sheepishly. “Thanks for getting it for me. Again.” 


“Just don’t get used to it.” Coraline replied. “You set or what?” 
Grinning from ear to ear, Wybie dons his mask. “More than set.” 
“What about the rest of you dorks?” 

“Definitely!” Raz shouted from his perch on the Cart’s roof. 


“All set!” Dipper exclaimed, hopping onto the Cart’s driver seat, while his twin occupies the 
seat next to him. 


“Same here!” Neil exclaimed cheerfully from the back seat. 


“We’re ready.” Norman stated, speaking for him and Aggie as they mounted Norman’s bike. 
Aggie added a confidant nod as she got on the passenger seat. 


“Told ya; we’re just waiting on you.” Wybie spoke. 


In response, Coraline gave him a jab in the shoulder. She hopped onto Wybie’s bike. Fixing 
her cap’s position, she looked around at her friends. To think, that just a few minutes ago they 
are a bunch of raucous pre-teens. But now, the Mystery Kids are ready to hunt down a 
mysterious and potentially deadly creature. 


Oh yeah, definitely not your average, everyday kids. 


“Rev up those engines guys!” At her command, the Mystery Rides roared to life. Adrenaline 
coursed through their veins, each of them already feeling the thrill of the hunt. 


A determined grin made its way to each of their features, and that is a sure sign of one thing 
and one thing only. 


“The hunt is on!” 


Chapter End Notes 


This is a fic from FanFiction that I'll be periodically moving over to here over the week. 
Hope you guys liked it! 
Kudos and comments are much appreaciated!! 


Don't Mess With the Mystery Kids 


Chapter Summary 


Two different kinds of brainiacs go up against one very big and very angry beast. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I only own the story and my OCs. 
Don’t Mess With the Mystery Kids 


His legs ached, his lungs felt like it was on fire, but he knew that he can’t afford to stop 
running, lest the bloodthirsty beast catches up to him. The sweat made it hard for him to hold 
on to his precious journal, so he held it with both hands and kept it close to his chest. He kept 
running, not caring that his shoes are soaked with mud or that his clothes are now tattered 
after plowing through numerous bushes. 


When he finally stopped, he felt like he ran a marathon. He leaned against a tree, slowly 
sliding down until he rested on his bottom. He took deep, ragged breaths, allowing his lungs 
to cool down and letting his legs get some much deserved rest. He started to relax, letting his 
grip on his journal loosen bit by bit. 


A thump shook the earth, and his body stiffened once more. 


He stayed as still as humanly possible, not even taking a breath of air, fearing that the beast 
might hear his breathing. The thumps grew louder and the earth shook harder, signaling the 
monster’s approach. As the creature approaches, the boy clenched his eyes shut and, fearing 
the worst, prays that he won’t do any dumb, sudden movements that might give away his 
position. Though that happening is unlikely, he’s not taking any chances. 


The thumps continued menacingly, until it came to a sudden stop. He opened his eyes and let 
himself breath again, albeit only low and shallow ones. He perked his ears, trying to hear 
something that might give him an idea of where the creature is, but all he heard was the 
forest’s deafening silence. He tried harder, only to get the same results. Calming down, the 
boy considered his options. 


To get up and search for the creature would mean certain death, but if he just sat here it 
would mean death for his friends, death for his teammates, death for his sister... 


Agh, why do I always end up doing stupid things?! 


Bracing himself, he slowly rose to his feet, careful not to step on any branches. He turned 
around, peeking from behind the tree that he was leaning on earlier. In an instant, his eyes 
went round as a button. 


Standing about twenty meters away from him is the creature he was searching for. The 
Sethaur, an incredibly dangerous subspecies of the Manotaurs that he stupidly awakened 
from its long slumber. It’s almost twice the size of the largest Manotaur, sporting a dark red 
hide, curved demonic horns, bloodstained and razor-sharp claws and fangs, and a pair of 
pitch black and bloodthirsty eyes. Eyes that are sending the boy a murderous glare. 


Dipper stood still, frozen in fear, as the Sethaur bared its fangs. It slowly approached, 
dragging its deadly claws on the ground. 


Oh, I am so fu- 


All of a sudden, a glowing orange energy hit the Sethaur square in the jaw. It whipped its 
head at the source of the energy, and so does Dipper. In the distance, Dipper spotted a certain 
hard-headed psychic, a hand outstretched and enveloped in an orange glow. He’s a mess; 
there are various cuts and tears on his outfit, he’s missing his left glove, half of his signature 
goggles is cracked, but most importantly, he looks pissed. 


That usually means the psychic is about to do something stupid. For once, Dipper desperately 
wishes that he was wrong. But, when Raz launched himself at the Sethaur, Dipper cursed his 
luck. 


With a hand fisted and glowing with psychic energy, Raz let out a battle cry as he flew 
straight at the monster. The Sethaur swung its massive claws, swatting Raz away as if he’s a 
mere fly. The psychic smashed through a tree and crashed harshly on the ground. 


What is that idiot doing?! Dipper thought frantically. He s going to kill himself! 
Shut up! came an unexpected reply. 


Dipper gritted his teeth at the psychic’s stubbornness. He watched as Raz slowly rose to his 
feet. He is clearly in pain; no one can survive that without breaking a bone or two, but the 
psychic stubbornly forced himself to face the Sethaur. 


Raz, if you can hear me, Dipper thought, glaring at the psychic, hoping that it would 
somehow increase the chance that Raz can hear him, you are going to die if you keep this up! 
Get out of there! 


Raz’s head straightened up, and Dipper took it as a signal that the psychic heard him. Raz 
tilted his head until he is facing the male half of the Pines twins that is standing several 
meters away from him, shooting Dipper a fierce glare. 


I. Dont. CARE!! With that mental statement, Raz turned back to the Sethaur, hands already 
glowing with psychic energy. He pointed it at the monster, shooting out an impressive psi- 
blast. The psi-blast sailed through the air, exploding square at the Sethaur’s chest. 


Raz broke out a sadistic grin, but it quickly disappeared when the Sethaur shrugged the blast 
off as if it was nothing. The beast approached menacingly, sending Raz a murderous glare. 
The psychic remained unfazed, already showering the Sethaur with more psi-blasts. The 
beast simply shrugged it all off, continuing his approach. 


Dipper knew he had to do something or the stubborn psychic 1s surely going to get himself 
killed. But he is almost out of chemicals, and the ones he has are not enough to even distract 
it, let alone harm it. He can’t create anything useful from the ones he has either. 


Raz... please... stop pushing it... Dipper pleaded once again, now desperate. However, his 
mental plea fell on deaf ears; the goggled psychic still continued his futile attempt to harm 
the Sethaur. 


The beast moved closer and closer, bearing what can be described as a murderous grin. Raz’s 
angered glare turned into a worried gaze, his feet starting to shake from exhaustion. Finally, 
with one final psi-blast with every ounce of brain strength he has left (which is not much at 
this point), Raz fell to his knees, clearly spent both physically and mentally. 


The Sethaur loomed dangerously over Raz, staring the psychic down with its pitch black 
eyes. Raz weakly looked up, returning the stare with a defiant look. The creature raised a 
fisted claw, intending to crush the insect before it. The psychic, resigned to his fate, closed 
his eyes and raised his left arm, feebly glowing with an orange energy, as a final attempt to 
defend himself. 


Sorry, Lil... 


“No...” Dipper spoke, his voice barely a whisper. With an unearthly roar, the Sethaur brought 
its fist down. Dipper was about to close his eyes and turn away, however, his eyes went round 
when he saw what happened next. 


Raz waited for the fist to come down and end his time in this world, but the moment never 
came. Instead, he felt some sort of pressure on his left palm. Curious and confused, he 
opened his eyes and looked up. When he did, he has never felt more surprised in all his life. 


The Sethaur’s fist is blocked by a giant hand made out of orange, psychic energy, with streaks 
of psychic energy connecting it to Raz’s raised left arm. Everyone is astonished by this, even 
the Sethaur, who is struggling to release its fist from the energy hand’s grip. 


Upon realizing that this was his doing, Raz shot the Sethaur a glare. Raz fisted his right arm, 
conjuring another energy hand floating behind him, fisted just like his. Still glaring 
murderously, Raz swung his right fist, and his right energy hand did the same, landing a hit 
right at the beast’s jaw. 


The beast stumbled backwards. It stared wide-eyed at the furious psychic, unable to 
comprehend how such a puny creature can actually harm it. Suddenly refueled with energy, 
Raz let out a furious cry, pummeling the Sethaur with his energy hands. He was relentless in 
his beat down, landing rock-breaking punches in lightning-quick speed, not giving the 
creature even a moment to recover. In seconds, the hulking monster is reduced to nothing 
more than Raz’s personal punching bag. 


Dipper stared slack-jawed a few meters away from the spectacle, until a realization came to 
him. 


“No!” he exclaimed, wide-eyed in horror. “He’s gonna kill them!” 


Dipper took off running, desperate to reach Raz before it’s too late. Meanwhile, the psychic 
has brought the Sethaur down to its knees. He clasped his fists together and raised it in what 
is sure to be a killing blow. The furious psychic brought his fists down; his energy fists doing 
the same, but just as the energy fists made contact, Dipper tackled Raz into the ground, 
causing Raz to lose his focus, the energy fists disappearing into thin air. 


The Sethaur, seeing that his enemy is distracted, took the opportunity and ran away from the 
psychic. Raz recovered from the tackle and, noticing the beast’s retreat, frantically scrambled 
to his feet and shot several psi-blasts; all of them missing their target. 


A nasty combination of emotions washed over Raz. A mixture of guilt, shame, and 
disappointment. Raz’s gaze shifted to the twelve-year old that’s still recovering from the 
tackle. In an instant, all those emotions are replaced with a pure, unrestrained rage. 


An orange energy struck the ground just inches from Dipper’s face. He shrieked in surprise, 
jerking away from the impact site. 


“YOU!” Raz snarled. Dipper turned his head, facing an unarguably pissed off psychic, hands 
glowing a dangerous orange. “I almost had him! I was this close to killing it!” 


Unfazed, Dipper got his feet under him. “For goodness sake, calm down, will ya?” Dipper 
said, tucking his journal back in his vest. 


“Calm do- That thing ate Lili!” Raz spat, pointing at the direction the Sethaur went. “That 
oversized cow ate my girlfriend!” 


“Well, newsflash, brainiac, that thing ate a// of our friends!” Dipper spat back. “And in case 
you didn’t realize; you going berserk back there might help it kill them faster!” 


Raz showed a look of confusion. “What do you mean?” 


“T watched the whole thing, okay? They all got swallowed whole.” Dipper explained, the 
dreaded memories playing in his brain. 


“And that’s supposed to be good news?!” 


“Yes, it is. If they’re swallowed whole, that means they are still in one piece somewhere in 
that monster’s belly and itť’ll still be a while before the thing’s digestive system got to them.” 
Dipper shot the psychic a glare. “Y’know, if that beat down didn’t break every bone in their 
body first.” 


Raz looked down on the ground, looking reluctant. “Yeah, you should be ashamed.” Dipper 
spat. 


“No... not that...” Raz muttered lowly. 


Now, it’s Dipper’s turn to be confused. “What? What do you mean?” he inquired, but the 
psychic refused to speak. Instead, he stared solemnly at the ground. 


“Raz, tell me.” Dipper pushed. Sighing, Raz finally relents. 


“Psychonauts, when they become field agents and a partner is assigned to them, they are 
obligated to form an emergency link between you and your partner’s minds. Like some sort 
of backdoor to your partner’s mind.” Raz explained. However, his tone turned grim. “Lili and 
I have that link. It’s designed so that you can sense what your partner is doing, where she is, 
stuff like that. And most importantly, that link is designed to be always accessible to your 
partner no matter what, even if she is asleep or unconscious. There is only one way you can 
break that link.” the psychic shot Dipper a distraught gaze. “One way...” 


Eyes round in horror, Dipper realized far too late what Raz is implying. “No...” 


“T can’t sense her... I can’t sense her anymore...” Raz choked out, his voice shaking and his 
entire body trembling. 


Dipper went pale, shivers running down his spine. He thought his theory was foolproof. He 
thought he only needed to somehow kill the Sethaur and free his friends trapped in its belly. 
In hindsight, his theory now sounds unlikely. Even if they did survive getting swallowed 
whole, he had no idea how fast the Sethaur’s digestive system is, so it is quite possible that 
Mabel and the others are... 


Dipper shook his head, desperate to rid himself of the horrifying thought. 
“That’s... that’s not true...” Dipper said, more to convince himself than to convince Raz. 


“Dipper, this technique’s been around since the early days of Psychonauts.” Raz said, gulping 
to try and contain the tears welling up in his eyes. “It’s been proven.” 


That sentence struck Dipper like a bolt of lightning. As a scientific person, he’s not one to 
ignore facts, no matter how desperately he wished that it’s untrue. “Mabel...” 


They spent the next several minutes in a suffocating silence, each trying to hold back the 
tears and maintain their composure. Raz let himself sit on the ground, wrapping his arms 
around his knees and curling up into a ball. Dipper continued to stand on his spot even 
though his entire body is trembling, his positive side and his negative side arguing the 
possibility of his friends’ survival. The longer the argument become, the more painfully 
apparent it is that his negative side is winning. 


During his mental argument, Dipper caught a glance of Raz’s eyes. Eyes that usually showed 
a confident gaze when the siren in their headquarters blared. Eyes that usually shot Dipper a 
mocking leer in a daily basis. Eyes that usually went round when Dipper proved him wrong. 
Those eyes are no more. It’s now replaced with lifeless ones, riddled with guilt, completely 
devoid of any trace of what it used to be. 


It’s a truly sickening sight. 


Dipper is in no position to comfort or encourage anyone, let alone a boy that just lost his 
girlfriend. But, seeing those eyes just feels... wrong. He knew he had to do something, 
anything, to fix that lifeless gaze. 


Dipper knelt down in front of the psychic. “Raz...” he started, but he immediately stopped, 
not sure how he should continue. 


After a few moments of silence, he finally continued. “If... if there is a way to save Lili and 
the others, would you take it?” 


Raz lazily met Dipper’s gaze. “I told you, I can’t sense-“ 
“T said, IF. IF there is a way to save them, would you take it?” 
Raz gave a solid nod. “In a heartbeat.” 


“Good.” Dipper stood up, smiling. “Now, are we going to sit around and go emo or are we 
going to show that oversized cow what happens when you mess with the Mystery Kids?” 


“Dipper, there’s no point. I can t sense her.” Raz replied. 


Dipper bit his lip, trying to find the correct words to say. “Okay, I admit, it’s possible that the 
others are... gone,” a shiver ran down their spines as the word is spoken. Nevertheless, 
Dipper cleared his throat and continued. “But, it’s also possible that they’re still alive! We 
don’t know anything about the Sethaur! Even the journal barely has anything about it! For all 
we know, its skin might have psychic-blocking properties!” 


“What if its skin doesn t have any special gimmick? What then?” Raz asked. 


p? 


“Come on, Raz, this isn’t you! Don’t be this guy! Be the other guy!” Dipper exclaimed. 


“What other guy?” Raz asked lowly. 


“The guy that does triple backflips off the Shack’s roof! The guy that shoots psi-blasts and 
pyro blasts all over the place! And most importantly, the guy that leads us.” Dipper knelt so 
that his eyes are level with Raz’s. “You’re our leader, Raz. If you give up, we all fall.” 


Slowly, Raz lifted his head, meeting Dipper’s gaze. It is then Raz noticed something in the 
twelve-year old’s eyes. His eyes are red, filled with held-back tears. Beneath the guilt and 
anger, Raz felt a feeling of astonishment starting to form. Dipper is surely crushed with the 
possibility of his twin sister being... gone, yet here he is, trying to comfort the person he 
likes the least in the team. Next, came a feeling of shame. Even with psychic powers, he still 
ended up being the one that needs help. 


With a deep breath, Raz regained himself. 
“You're right.” he stated. Dipper blinked, surprised that it worked. 


Raz rubbed his teary eyes away and rose to his feet. “I’m the leader. I should start acting like 
one.” he spoke, a familiar air of confidence emanating from him. The psychic extended a 


hand towards Dipper. “But a leader is nothing without his crew.” 


The surprised look on the twelve-year old turned into a proud smile. He accepted Raz’s hand. 
“And his crew will never abandon him, no matter what happens.” 


“Thanks.” Raz said, letting out a little sheepish smile. “Looks like you stopped me from 
going to Gloomsville there.” 


“Nah, you looked more like a person that would end up in Rage Town.” Dipper smirked, 
wiping away his own tears. 


Raz laughed at the much needed joke. “Okay, smart guy, what’s our next move?” 


The smirks disappeared from their features, replaced with a serious expression. “Okay, so far, 
the only thing we know can hurt it are those energy hands of yours.” 


“But, if your theory is correct, beating him senseless is out of the question.” 


“So, what we need is a single, lethal hit from your energy hands that does as little damage as 
possible to its body.” Dipper scoffed at his own idea. “Yeah, that’s not a tall order.” 


“We’ve got taller orders before, right?” Raz grinned confidently. 
Dipper nodded in agreement. “Still, this one’s taller than most.” 
“You got that right. I mean, what’re we supposed to do? Punch his head off?” 


Something clicked in Dipper’s head, his face visibly brightening. “That... might actually 
work.” 


“Wait, what? Raz stared in disbelief. “Okay, wait, that was just me rambling.” 


“But you got a point!” Dipper said, excitement in his eyes. “Punching his head off is exactly 
what we need! If his organs doesn’t have any funny gimmicks, punching his head off is 
gonna kill him with almost no damage to his body.” 


“Oh, well then, punching his head off it is.” Raz said, still surprised that his off-handed 
mention is being taken seriously by Dipper. “Now, the question is...” 


“...how the heck are we supposed to do that?” Dipper finished, putting a hand under his chin. 


The two stood in silence, thinking hard to figure out how to decapitate a hulking half-man 
half-bull in a single punch. Definitely the weirdest brainstorming session either of them has 
ever been in. 


“That thing is basically a walking pile of muscle...” Raz spoke. 


“Yeah...” agreed Dipper. 


“...but somehow all that muscle doesn’t stop it from being as quick as Neil when the ice 
cream van pulled up...” 


“Uh huh...” 

“and he’s not dumb either...” 

“Sure...” 

“and with those extra sensitive senses, there’s no way we can sneak up on him...” 
“Raz, you’re not helping!” Dipper finally snapped. 


“Well, how am I supposed to decapitate him in one punch?” Raz pointed out, while Dipper 
put his hand back under his chin. “Let’s face it; we’re practically stuck in a pit here.” 


Again, the look on Dipper’s face suggested he had another moment of clarity. Raz eyed him 
warily. “I triggered something again, didn’t I?” 


Dipper didn’t answer. Instead, he turned away from Raz, the small smile on his face slowly 
turning into a grin from ear to ear. 


“Okay, I can sense some gears whirring in that big head of yours. Care to let me in on it?” 
Raz asked from behind Dipper. 


Dipper turned back to face Raz, wearing a smile of both joy and mischief. The look piqued 
Raz’s curiosity, prompting him to take a step closer to Dipper. Meanwhile, the smile on the 
twelve-year old slowly shifted into a grin. 


“Remember that Pit near the Shack?” 


A crash echoed through the silent forest, followed by an unearthly roar. The Sethaur’s pitch 
black eyes scanned the area, looking for revenge against the insects that disturbed his 
slumber. Not finding anything, it uprooted another tree, sending another crash echoing 
through the forest. 


As it searched, it is smart enough to try and spot the insect that can summon the giant hands. 
The one that almost finished it earlier. That insect must be avoided, it thought. Instead, it 
searched for the weaker insect. 


Suddenly, it felt a painful sting on it right leg. It roared in pain, looking down on its feet to 
spot some sort of liquid sizzling painfully on its leg. The beast scanned the area, spotting a 
figure standing several feet away. 


The weaker insect. 


“Over here, you oversized cow! Come and get me!” With that, Dipper turned back on his 
heels and took off running, with the Sethaur in hot pursuit. 


Dipper deftly maneuvered his way through the trees, ducking under branches and vaulting 
over tree stumps, gaining quite a distance from the Sethaur. Meanwhile, the creature simply 
plowed through the forest, knocking down trees and sending wooden debris flying at Dipper. 
Dipper yelped as a tree trunk impaled the ground right in front of him, knocking him 
backwards. He took a glance behind him and, spotting the Sethaur charging at him with a 
murderous glare, got his feet under him and took off running again. 


However, that small tumble is more than enough for the Sethaur to catch up. The monster 
grew nearer and nearer; it’s practically breathing down Dipper’s neck by now. The beast 
stretched a claw at Dipper, stopping just inches away from the twelve-year old. Dipper 
frantically reaches for his belt, pulling out a vial filled with a green-colored liquid. He threw 
it at the ground behind him. The vial breaks, emitting a foul smell. The smell is a discomfort 
to humans, but to the extra sensitive senses of the Sethaur, the smell is unbearable. It tumbled 
back, swinging its arms wildly to get rid of the smell, allowing Dipper to create a huge gap 
between him and the monster. 


Once the smell subsided, the Sethaur focused its pitch black eyes at the figure running in the 
distance. Angered, it let out a deafening roar. 


Dipper took a quick glance at the pissed off monster, smirking. 


“This is crazy, even for me.” Raz mumbled, staring down nervously at the gaping, dark, 
seemingly endless abyss. 


Raz inched away from the Pit, moaning nervously and mumbling incoherent words. “Okay, 
calm down Raz.” he said, reassuring himself. “This is for them. For all of them.” 


He turned back towards the Pit, positioning himself right at the edge. He eyed the tree line, 
anxiously waiting for the twelve-year old to emerge. 


His breath is caught in his throat when an all-too familiar figure emerged from the tree line, 
running and panting heavily. Dipper nodded frantically, still running towards the psychic. 
Nodding back, Raz fisted his hands, summoning a pair of energy hands floating behind him. 
Taking a deep breath, Raz, with determination in his eyes, stepped into the Pit, fully 
disappearing into the abyss in moments. 


Meanwhile, Dipper is still running. He circled the Pit, putting it between him and the tree 
line. He clutched his chest, panting heavily. Slowly, he regained his breath, anxiously eyeing 
the forest at all times. 


With a thump, the Sethaur emerged from the forest, sending two tree trunks flying. They 
landed harmlessly several meters away from Dipper. The beast scanned the area, quickly 
spotting Dipper. It approached him menacingly, dragging its claws along the ground. 


Instead of running away, Dipper stayed in place. To the monster’s surprise, he is actually 
smirking. “Y’ know; eating my friends, especially my twin sister, not a very good idea.” 


Though confused, the Sethaur continues his approach. Still smirking, Dipper spoke again. “I 
mean, what’ve we ever done to you? Ruin your beauty sleep?” 


The Sethaur grew dangerously nearer, yet the boy doesn’t show even the slightest bit of fear. 
“Doesn’t matter though; the only thing that’s gonna come out of this is a brand new head 
hanging over my fireplace.” 


Dipper shaped his hand into a gun and pointed it at the Sethaur’s head, who is just a few feet 
away now. “In three...” 


The Sethaur moved closer, until all that separates Dipper from the monster is just the Pit, 
exactly how Dipper wanted it. “...two...” 


The Sethaur leaned forward, alae ihip boy down with its completely black eyes. Dipper 
simply returned it with a smug grin. “...one... 


“boom.” 


A figure shoots out of the Pit faster than the eye can see. The Sethaur tumbled backwards, 
taking wobbly steps backwards, before finally falling flat on its back. Its severed head landed 
a few feet away just moments after. 


Calmly, Dipper circled the Pit and approached the once-dangerous creature, now just a dead 
corpse. “And that’s why...” 


From the sky, Raz landed right next to Dipper, his energy hands dissipating into thin air. “ 
you never mess...” Raz continued. 


“...with the Mystery Kids.” the two finished together, standing triumphant beside the fallen 
beast. 


They stood in silence for a few minutes, reveling in their victory. Suddenly, they noticed 
something bulging out of the Sethaur’s stomach, like something trying to get out. An object 
suddenly shot out of the beast’s belly and landed inches away from their feet. An object they 
recognized all-too well. 


Mabel’s grappling hook. 


Seconds later, the object’s owner bursts out. “Yes, fresh air!” Mabel exclaimed, covered in 
blood and other stomach fluids. A bright smile appeared on Dipper’s face, silent tears of joy 
streaking down his face. 


Mabel jumped off of the corpse, only to be greeted by a hug from her twin brother. “Bro, 
you’re getting stomach-y fluids all over yourself!” she said. 


“I don’t care.” Dipper chuckled, holding his twin tighter. Smiling warmly, Mabel returned the 
hug. 


One by one, each of the Mystery Kids emerged out of the hole that Mabel made. First, 
Norman came out, followed by Aggie, then Coraline, then Neil, then Wybie, until Lili came 
out last. The brightest smile formed on Raz’s features once that happened. 


Lili stepped off of the creature, where her boyfriend enveloped her in a hug. 


“God, I’m glad you’re okay! When you got eaten, I-I can’t sense you o-or send any telepathic 
messages... I-I thought you were a goner... I honestly do... I can’t believe I let you get eaten 
in the first place! I mean, I’m your boyfriend! I was supposed to never let that happen! I 
mean, I-I-“ 


Lili gently put a finger on Raz’s lips. “Raz?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Just shut up and kiss me.” 


Raz chuckled, and the psychic couple kissed passionately. Raz put his hands on her hips and 
pulled her closer, mentally swearing to never let her go. The two eventually broke off the 
kiss, sharing a goofy smile with each other. 


As the heartwarming scenes unfolded, Coraline curiously stared at the Sethaur’s decapitated 
corpse. “What happened to this guy?” she asked. 


“It’s a long story, but what’s important is Raz and I beat him. Together.” Dipper answered, 
breaking off from Mabel to stand next to Raz. 


“Wait a minute, did I hear that right?” Coraline asked, surprised. “You two actually worked 
together?” 


“T admit, it was pretty rocky at first,” Raz said, “but we managed to work it out.” The others 
stared in awe at the duo. 


“Besides,” Dipper spoke, “I think we all learned a valuable lesson today.” 
“Really? And what’s that?” Coraline asked, raising a brow. 
Dipper and Raz shared a quick smirk, before they answered. 


“Don’t mess with the Mystery Kids.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Welp, that's a bit of a mood whiplash from the last chapter, eh? What can I say, some 
monster hunts just goes smoother than others. Also, keep Raz's psi-fists in mind. They 
kinda become his main weapon in the story. 


Kudos and comments are much appreaciated!! 


EDIT: I forgot to mention that the extremely talented dragonfangz made a short comic 
for this chapter. Go check it out here: 

http://dragonfangz.tumblr.com/post/11048 1266559/for-chronicler-of-legends-a-snipet- 
from-dont 
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The Kids encounter their most enigmatic... adversary(?) yet. 
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The Part Where I Come In 
“Psycho One, this is Alpha Blue, do you copy? Over.” Coraline spoke to the earpiece. 
“Loud and clear, Alpha Blue. Over.” A male voice replied through the earpiece. 
“Do you have eyes on the target? Over.” Coraline asked. 
“Negative. No visual sight or mental sight. Over.” the voice replied. 
Coraline groaned. “Can you two actually do this? It’s been over an hour.” 


“Hey, this thing is not easy, y'know.” A different voice spoke through the earpiece, a female 
one this time. “We only have a one second psychic lock on this guy’s brainwave. Even the 
best psi-trackers needs at least four seconds to get a proper lock.” 


“Easy there, Psycho Two.” the male voice spoke. “Point is, we’re working with what we 
have, which is not much.” 


Coraline sighed. “Fine. Status update in fifteen minutes. Radio silence till then. Over.” 
“Will do, Alpha Blue. Psycho One, out.” the male voice said before going silent. 
“Psycho Two, out.” the female voice mimicked, before going silent as well. 


Disappointed, Coraline walked back to the center of the forest clearing, where the rest of her 
friends have gathered. One of her friends, a dark-skinned hunchbacked boy, noticed her 
approaching. 


“Anything?” the boy asked. 


“Nah, psycho couple hasn’t found anything.” Coraline replied, putting her hands on her hips. 
She sighed. “The tension is killing me.” 


“Tell me about it.” Another one of her friends, a boy with his signature pine tree hat, scoffed. 
“Breaking our surveillance cams, leaving creepy notes in our lockers, tampering with our 
hunting equipments; this guy, if it is a guy, is practically messing with us.” 


“We’ve never had this much problem with any supernatural creatures before.” a boy, whose 
hair seems to defy gravity, spoke. “This guy is aware that we’re here and we’re looking for 
him, and I think he’s mocking us for it.” 


“Wybie, you sure that trap’s gonna work?” Coraline asked, looking doubtful. 


“Of course, I just triple-checked it.” Wybie replied, growing irritated. “There is no way I’m 
going to let that guy get away after what he did to my bike.” 


“Just making sure. Your gadgets have a tendency to blow up at the worst possible moment.” 
Coraline teased, snickering. 


Wybie showed a dead-serious look. “Trust me, this will work.” 


“So,” Dipper spoke, “looks like another round of suspenseful waiting for us, huh?” 
Reluctantly, Coraline nodded. 


Fortunately for them, the wait only lasted for five minutes. A voice screamed through the 
intercom, surprising them all. Target is on the move! I repeat, target is heading to the trap! 
Get to your positions, this guy is crazy fast!” 


For a second, they simply looked around frantically, momentarily forgetting what they are 
supposed to do. A second later, it all comes back to them, and they hurriedly moved to their 
positions. They dived to the bushes, Wybie carrying the trigger for the trap. 


A few tense minutes passed, with the Kids almost breathlessly crouching under the bushes, 
anxiously waiting for their target to appear. Their eyes scanned the edges of the clearing, 
looking for any sign of him. A rustle in the bushes caught their attention, their breaths caught 
in their throats. A figure shot out of the bushes, dashing through the clearing at an 
unbelievable speed. 


Reacting quickly, Wybie pressed the trigger, activating the trap. A set of steel bars rose from 
the ground right in the figure’s path. Caught by surprise, the figure didn’t react quick enough 
to avoid the bars, crashing straight at it. Another set of steel bars rose behind the figure, 
surprising the figure again. Two more set of steel bars rose on the figure’s left and right, 
blocking all of his escape route. Lastly, a steel plate dropped from the treetops, effectively 
trapping him in a cage. 


Seeing his trap worked, Wybie let out an overjoyed smile. “Yes!” he exclaimed, jumping out 
of his hiding spot. Grinning, Wybie began approaching the caged figure. 


One by one, the Kids emerged from the bushes and approached the figure, a mixture of 
satisfaction, curiosity, pride and relief inside them. Raz and Lili emerged from the forest, 
relief washing over them once they saw the figure trapped in the cage. 


“Good to know all that planning didn’t go into waste.” Raz said, stepping closer to the cage. 
“Not to mention the coffee and sleepless nights.” Lili added, following her boyfriend. 


The Mystery Kids closed in on the cage, getting a good look on the figure for the very first 
time. Frankly, they didn’t quite expect the figure’s appearance. Like they expected, the figure 
is male, but what they didn’t expect is that the figure is just a teenager, looking maybe only 
eighteen years old. He’s wearing a hooded jacket zipped halfway up colored black and white, 
completely black on the right half and completely white on the left half. Underneath, he’s 
wearing a plain white shirt. He’s wearing grey jeans reaching all the way down to his ankle 
and black sneakers. All of his clothes look worn, with various cuts, tears, and stains adorning 
it. A hood covers most of his face, with only his nose and mouth visible. 


However, the most unexpected thing about the teen is his reaction. He didn’t show any sign 
of alarm or panic at all. Instead, he simply tucked his hands inside his jacket’s pocket and 
wore an almost mocking smile. That gesture, although simple, is enough to unnerve the Kids 
with its calmness. 


Coraline, not one to be intimated easily, took a step forward and wore a mocking smile of her 
own. “Impressed?” she mocked. 


The teen took a glance at the blue haired girl. He chuckled lightly, “A little bit, I admit.” 


The Kids warily eyed him as he walked around his cage, inspecting the bars imprisoning him. 
“Although, I guess it was partly my fault too.” He spoke, tapping the steel bars, “Raz going 
on a blasting frenzy is normal, but I should’ve figured something was up when Lili joined 
in.” 


The Mystery Kids stared at the teen in shock. Everyone, even Coraline, took a collective step 
back. 
“H-How did you know our names?” Lili asked, holding Raz’s hand. 


The hooded teen turned to face the psychic couple, an unnervingly calm smile on his face. 
“That’s private, Agent Lilianna Zanotto. You, Razputin, and all the other Psychonauts out 
there should learn a thing or two about that.” 


Gritting his teeth, Raz put himself between the teen and Lili. “Answer her,” he threatened, 
pointing a hand glowing with psychic energy, “how did you know our names?” 


The teen simply grinned, and a very annoying one at that. “Gee, you’re more of a hothead 
than usual today, Aquato. You should cool off at the pool sometimes.” 


Although taken aback for a second, Raz quickly shot him an intense glare, his hand glowing 
brighter. “Don’t make me repeat myself.” He threatened. 


“What? A little dip never hurts anyone.” the teen raised his hands innocently, but the ever- 
present mocking smile on his face made it clear that the gesture is false. 


Furious, Raz prepared his most powerful psi-blast. “Raz!” Coraline scolded, knocking the 
psychic out of his rage. Slowly, he lowered his hand, glaring at the teen the entire time. 


With the situation diffused somewhat, Coraline turned her attention back to the teen. “It 
doesn’t matter if you don’t tell us now.” She spoke, her tone threatening. “You’ll tell us 
eventually. You’re not going anywhere till you do.” 


“Correction; you think I’m not going anywhere.” The teen smiled. 


“Oh, really?” Coraline asked, a brow raised. She knew it was just a bluff. Thanks to Raz and 
Lili’s Psychonaut connections, the metal used for the cage is the same one used for a tank. 
Even a Manotaur would have trouble breaking out of that cage. 


The teen chuckled. “Doll face, if you think catching me is going to be that easy,” he raised his 
right hand, “think again.” 


A finger snap echoed through the silent forest. In an instant, the smug look Coraline wore 
turned into a dumbfounded one. She whipped her head around, trying to understand exactly 
what just happened. 


“I guess it’s a bit snug,” the teen spoke from the spot she once stood, “but you should blame 
Wybie for that.” 


Coraline and the others couldn’t believe what just happened. Heck, they are not even sure 
exactly what just happened. Somehow, they are all stuffed inside the cage, while the teen 
stood outside the cage, hands in his pocket and a mischievous smile on his features. The teen 
just turned the tables on the situation in a literal blink of an eye. 


“What the-“ Coraline mouthed, holding the bars in disbelief. The others have a similar 
reaction, whipping their heads around in panic, staring at the bars with a look of utter 
bewilderment. Meanwhile, the hooded teenager silently observed their confusion with an 
amused smile. 


“Having fun in there?” he mocked, circling the cage. Meanwhile, the Kids have calmed down 
a little, though they are by no means less confused. They all stood on the cage’s edge, warily 
watching the teen as he circled the cage. Even if his eyes are covered by his hood, the Kids 
can feel it giving them a condescending gaze. 


He stopped in front of Raz, who is giving him a hateful glare. He showed a sinister smile, 
“Heard most of your family went for a swim.” 


That was it. That was Raz’s line, and that annoying smug-face just crossed it. He pulled a 
hand back, glowing with psychic energy. Quickly, the teen snapped his fingers. Raz’s fist 
collided with the steel bars, resulting in a loud clang. The psychic recoiled back, clutching his 
fist in pain. 


“Wha- How...?” he said almost inaudibly, staring at his fist dumbfounded. The orange glow 
surrounding it is gone, and no matter how hard he tried, he can’t bring it back. He, along with 


the others, stared at the teen in horror. The seemingly ordinary teenager just disabled his 
psychic powers, all with just a snap of his fingers. 


The teen answered their horrified looks with a chilling grin. 


Dipper, who is standing right next to Raz, stared back and forth between the psychic and the 
teen. “What did you do to him?” he asked, concerned. 


The teen turned his attention towards Dipper. He took a step closer towards the twelve year 
old, that chilling expression still present. Although unnerved, Dipper stood his ground. “I 
said, what did you do to him?” he asked again. 


After a silence that seems to last for hours, the teen removed the chilling look, going back to 
a calm smile, much to Dipper’s relief. However, that relief is not going to last long. “A 
curious one aren’t you, pine tree?” 


Dipper’s eyes widened. “What did you just call me?” 


The teen didn’t answer. Instead, he took a step back, chuckling all the while. “You should 
keep that curiosity of yours on a leash, Dipper.” He took a glance over Dipper’s shoulder, “I 
spy with my little eye, a bright star in the sky, and if there’s untamed curiosity in your eye, 
the star in the sky might just die.” 


Dipper followed the teenager’s gaze and, to his horror, spotted his twin sister. Mabel looked 
at his brother, looking as horrified as he is. Dipper turned back to the teen, anger and 
determination in his eyes. “Over my dead body.” he snarled, putting himself between Mabel 
and the teen. 


The teen laughed heartily. “Now, that is just adorable, don’t you guys think?” 


None of them reacted. The Mystery Kids still has a wary eye on him, while Dipper 
maintained his glare. “Well, you guys are no fun.” the teen grumbled, his face showing a 
childish pout. 


“Anyways, a bit of advice to you, kid.” the teen spoke, continuing his circle, “Don’t make 
deals with devils.” 


Dipper stared at the teen as he continued circling the cage, unnerved by his ‘advice’. More 
unnervingly, as he went through a list of devilish creatures in his head, one in particular stood 
out as someone that would try and make a deal. Dipper is not fond of that probability at all. 


The teen continued circling the cage, the Kids feeling the gaze of his covered eyes. As he 
passed Mabel, he flashed her a grin, “Don’t flicker out just yet.” 


Mabel backed away from the teen, holding on to her twin brother for comfort. A low chuckle 
escaped the teen at the sight. 


Minutes passed in an intense silence after that, the only sound coming from the teen’s 
footsteps. Several minutes later, he came to an abrupt stop. The chilling grin returned to his 
features, somehow more unnerving than the last one. 


Norman gulped, feeling that the grin is meant for him. Aggie and Neil hid behind him, 
peeking over Norman’s shoulders with a wary gaze. 


“So, ghost boy,” the teen started, stepping closer to the cage, “I’m honestly curious, what’s it 
like to see dead people?” 


A shiver went down the medium’s spine. The hooded teen somehow knew that too. “Y- 
You... knew?!” 


“Aw, c’mon Norman. At this point, you shouldn’t be surprised anymore.” The teen grinned. 
Norman warily backs away from the teen as he grows closer. 


“Now, while your buddies might know that you can see ghosts,” he spoke, sticking his head 
through the metal bars. What he said next is a whisper, just loud enough for Norman to hear, 
“You and I both know what you are really capable of.” 


Norman paled, a look of pure horror on his face. He tried to get as far away as possible from 
the grinning teen, only to be stopped by the metal bars of the cage. Not able to back away any 
further, Norman trembled at the teen’s disturbing grin. He let himself fall to the ground, his 
feet growing too weak to support himself. He put his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms 
around it, shaking and shivering with a terrified look on his face. 


The Kids are equally disturbed by this. To see Norman, of all people, to suddenly have a 
mental breakdown with just a few words puts the hooded teen in a new, terrifying light. 
Nevertheless, Aggie and Neil came to Norman’s side, trying to comfort their friend. 


“A-Are you okay, Norman?” Aggie asked. The boy didn’t respond, the terrified look still on 
his face. 


“What did you say to him?” Neil asked, turning to face the teen. To his surprise, the grin on 
the teen’s features turned into a disgusted scowl. 


“Blegh, the load.” he spat, “I’m not gonna waste my time talking to you.” 
Neil rose to his feet, clearly insulted by the statement, “I’m not-“ 


“Shut it, flesh pile.” the teen interrupted, pointing a threatening finger at Neil. After seeing 
what he can do so far, Neil kept his mouth clenched shut. 


The teen shifted his focus to the girl kneeling next to Norman. “Now that is someone that I 
can talk to.” he said, catching the girl’s attention. 


Aggie whipped her head at the teen, a fierce glare on her face. “Stay away.” she threatened. 
“The oh-so-innocent li'l Agatha Prenderghast.” the teen said, replying Aggie’s glare with a 
calm smile. However, the smile slowly shifted into a somewhat disappointed look. “You are 


so selfish, aren’t you?” 


“S-Selfish?” Aggie spoke, confused, “What are you talking about?” 


“Don’t you know? She misses you.” he answered, smiling somewhat solemnly. 


“She misses me? Who misses-“ Aggie stopped, her eyes widening in realization. She left 
Norman’s side, scrambling frantically towards the teen. “Mom?!” she shrieked, “You know 
my mom?!” 


The teen didn’t answer. Instead, he backed away from the cage, his smile turning into a 
mischievous one. “Please, how is she? Is she okay? How did you know her?” Aggie asked, 
her eyes pleading for an answer. 


“Why don’t you ask her yourself? All you need is a piece of rope and a tall tree.” the teen 
replied, grinning. Aggie took a step back in horror, her hands subconsciously reaching for 
her neck. 


Seeing her reaction, the teen broke down laughing. “Man, you guys are WAY to fun!!” he 
exclaimed cheerfully, earning disturbed looks from the Kids. “I can do this, literally, all day 
long!” 


“Well, we’re not planning to be the plaything of a psycho hoodie for the rest of the day.” 
Coraline said, her teeth gritted. 


“Me, a psycho?” the teen gasped, dramatically putting a hand to his chest in an obvious 
mock-shock. “I’m hurt, Jonesy.” 


“Trust me, there’s some actual hurt reserved just for you when we get out of here.” the blue- 
haired girl threatened. 


“Out of a cage made from tank steel?” the teen chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think so.” 
“Look, just what do you want with us?” Wybie asked, growing frustrated. 


“Oh, I don’t want anything.” the teen said, “You Kids got a pretty interesting story going on 
so far. This is just the part where I come in.” 


“Matter of fact,” the teen continued, “I might have some very useful heads-up for you, Kids.” 
“About what?” Coraline said, understandably skeptical of the idea. 
“About how your story is gonna go down, duh.” he spoke nonchalantly. 


“What do you know about that?” Dipper asked, a skeptical look on his face. 


“Oh, a lot.” the teen flashed a wicked smile, “Trust me, things are getting crazy-trippy in this 
story of yours.” 


“Why should we trust you? You’re just a guy that locked us up in this cage... somehow.” 
Dipper pointed out. 


“Good point there, Dipper.” the teen chuckled lowly. “And honestly, I got nothing.” 


“There is absolutely no reason why you should trust me, and there is nothing I can do to 
make you believe in what I say.” the teen’s smile grew a tad bigger, “But just because you 
don’t believe in it, doesn’t mean it’s not true.” 


“And why should we trust that too?” Dipper spat, giving him a skeptical glare. 
In response, the teen chuckled, “You’re clever all the way, kiddo.” 


“Welp, I’m afraid that’s all the screen time I get for this chapter.” the teen stated, staring at an 
imaginary watch on his wrist. He turned away from the Kids, walking away into the woods, 
saying, “Looking forward to see you Kids again in the future.” 


The Kids watched as the hooded teenager walked away from them, a silent relief building up 
inside them as the teen grew farther. 


Almost all of them. 


“Wait!” a voice called out, stopping the teenager. The Kids whipped their heads at the source 
of the voice. The twelve year old boy stood in the center of the cage, wearing a dead-curious 
look on his face. 


“Who are you?” Dipper asked, narrowing his eyes at the teen. 


The teen smiled, though it’s not visible to the Kids. ““Name’s Vale.” he answered, not 
bothering to look back. “You Kids better get used to this guy. You’ll be seeing a lot more of 
this psycho hoodie.” 


The teenager, now known as Vale, continued his walk. He disappeared into the forest, his 
departure as abrupt as his arrival. Moments passed in silence, each of the Kids fixed on the 
spot where Vale left their line of sight. A sudden finger snap echoed through the silent forest, 
startling them. What’s even more startling is that the cage surrounding them disappeared in a 
blink of an eye. The Kids whipped their heads around; grateful that they are freed, but 
confused on how Vale made the cage simply vanish into thin air. 


Once the confusion died down, the Kids checked up on each other after the encounter. 


Much to his and Lili’s relief, Raz managed to return the orange glow back to his hands. “Oh, 
thank god...” he said, chuckling in relief. 


Wybie checked the ground where the cage is deployed, finding that the equipment used to 
deploy the bars somehow looks like it has never been activated. “How the heck...” he spoke, 
baffled. 


Aggie returned to Norman, who is still curled up on the ground. “Norman, are you-“ 


“T’m fine.” the spiky-haired boy replied, far too quickly for it to be true. He shot a glance at 
the spot where Vale disappeared, his expression being a mix of terror and curiosity. “I’m 
fine...” 


“Vale...” Coraline muttered, the only one to keep her gaze fixed all this time on the spot 
where he left. “Who is that guy?” 


“Forget that,” Dipper spoke, positioning himself next to Coraline, eyes focused on the same 
spot as hers, “what is that guy?” 


“You think you can take him away from me?” 

“T will take him away from you.” 

“You idiot, he’s meant to belong to me.” 

“You don t know that.” 

“Yes, I do, and you know it too. His fate, their fate, is already set in stone.” 
“Then PII just carve out a new one for them. For all of them.” 

“T’d love to see you try.” 


“In that case, it will be the most horrifying thing you’ ll ever see.” 
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Little Ghost 


“Finally, some peace and quiet.” Lili said, leaning back against a tree trunk. She let out a 
content sigh, glad that she was able to escape the madhouse that is the Mystery Shack and 
away from her boastful boyfriend. 


She just returned from another successful hunt where Raz’s newly-discovered energy hands 
helped out big time once again. And once again, when they got back, that goggled 
Psychonaut just won t stop bragging about it. Eventually, his bragging got on everyone’s 
nerves and Coraline personally told him to stop talking or, in her own words, she’ll ‘do 
unspeakable, horrifying and immoral actions to you’. That managed to shut him up. 


Until he started to pester everyone telepathically. Under different circumstances, Lili would 
have praised Raz for finding that loophole. But, after fending off giant versions of a variety 
of insects, she was having none of that and stormed out of the Shack. She kept on walking 
and walking until she is well in deep in the forest. Only then that the psychic girl allowed 
herself to relax. 


She took slow, deep breaths, fully enjoying the silent melody of the forest. She would’ve 
closed her eyes and took a nap right then and there, if not for the stunning scenery before her. 
The sun is starting to set, bathing the Gravity Falls forest in a magnificent orange. Woodland 
creatures ran around in-between the trees and birds flew overhead, all seeking to reach the 
comfort of their nests before the dark sets in. 


Smiling at the breathtaking sight, she leaned back against the tree and closed her eyes, 
listening to the forest’s symphony. The pitter patter of the forest critters sounding almost like 
a light drum beat. The whoosh of breeze sound like a gentle strumming of the violin. The 
branches creaking in between complete the natural orchestra. 


Wait a minute, Lili thought, perking her ears, that is an actual violin playing. 


She opened her eyes and looked around, finding no one around. But, at the same time, she is 
certain that her mind isn’t playing tricks on her. Lili’s eyes widened. There it is again, the 
strumming of a violin, ever so faint coming from the distance. 


Curious, Lili followed the music to its source, almost entranced by the melody. The music 
gradually becomes louder and clearer, meaning that she is going the right direction. She also 
noticed that she has never heard of the music that is playing. It doesn’t sound anything like 
Mozart, Beethoven, Bach, or any other famous composers, but it sounds just as good as the 
pieces they composed. 


Wandering through the forest, she eventually reached a cliff overlooking an abandoned train 
track. There, a figure sat on a stone, holding a violin and playing the beautiful piece. Lili got 
closer to the figure, a hand glowing with psychic energy just in case. Once she got close 
enough, the psychic recognized the figure instantly. 


“Aggie?” 
At the mention of her name, the girl turned to face the psychic. 
“Lili?” 


The two simply stared at each other for a few moments, surprised to see each other this deep 
in the woods. 


“What are you doing here?” Lili broke the silence. 
“I can say the same for you.” Aggie replied. 


Neither of them spoke after that. Certain that both of them won’t be talking anytime soon, 
Lili turned her gaze away from Aggie and walked towards the edge of the cliff. She sat down 
and focused her gaze on the golden sunset, her feet dangling freely off the cliff. Meanwhile, 
Aggie, who awkwardly kept her gaze on Lili all this time, set her violin down and stared at 
the sunset as well. 


The two silently watched as the sun slowly began to hide over the horizon, bathing them in 
the last warm lights of the day. The two did their best to not look at each other, ignoring the 
feeling that you get when someone is beside you. However, their attempt to disregard each 

other simply resulted in a suffocating, uncomfortable, and awkward silence. 


Eventually, one of them decided to break the ice. 


“T never knew you could play the violin.” Lili spoke, however her gaze remained on the 
sunset. 


While slightly caught off-guard, Aggie quickly smiled. “Well, I suppose I never played it in 
front of any of you.” She said. 


“Where’d you learn to play?” Lili asked, casting a quick glance. 


“From my mom.” Aggie replied. “She used to play on this really big one. It was way too big 
for me, so she taught me how to play the small one.” 


Aggie smiled fondly. “She would play for me everytime I ask her. When I had really bad 
nightmares, she would bring that huge violin to my room and played it for me until I go back 
to sleep.” 


Lili can’t help but feel envious of the Puritan girl, to have a mother that loves her with every 
fiber of her being. 


“I’m curious, what was the piece you just played? I never heard of it before.” Lili quickly 
asked another question, not wanting for the silence to return. 


“It was my favorite song. I asked my mom to play it for me all the time.” Aggie replied, 
smiling into the sunset. “She played that song so many times, she once asked me how I’m not 
getting tired of it.” 


“Your favorite never gets old.” Lili said, her lips curled into a small smile. “Plus, it’s really 
beautiful. Your mom must’ve been really talented.” 


“Yeah...” Aggie murmured, her mind going back to days she spent with her mom. She 
remembered every single detail of those days. The peaceful summer afternoons, the warm 
gentle breezes, the wondrous stories her mom would tell while she sat on her lap. Sometimes, 
they would just stay under that tree for a whole day, not going back to the village until the 
sun is almost setting. It was like their perfect little paradise. Until those horrible men came 
and- 


Aggie quickly snapped out of her trance, shaking off the painful memory. She looked down 
and, to her horror, found that her hands are already glowing yellow. She frantically reached 
for the pocket of her dress, quickly pulling and putting on a pair of leather gloves. With her 
hands covered, Aggie began to calm down, her breathing slowing down to a normal pace. 


However, she realized that someone was watching her this whole time. Lili watched her 
whole ordeal, from her nostalgic smile, to her split-second of rage, to her moment of sudden 
panic. The Puritan girl looked down on her feet, embarrassed. 


“You’re still having control issues?” Lili slowly spoke, carefully choosing her words. 
“yeah.” Aggie replied, avoiding Lili’s gaze. 


“Uh... relax, you’ ll... get the hang of it someday.” Lili said, awkwardly trying to encourage 
the girl. 


“That day seems like a far off one.” Aggie frowned, gazing down to her feet. 


“Aggie, you were an angry, unpredictable, bolt-spamming specter for about three centuries. 
These things take time.” Lili said in a nonchalant tone. 


A second later, the psychic girl realized the severity of her words. “Oh god, I can’t believe I 
just-“ she gave Aggie a guilty look, “I-I didn’t mean to- I’m really sorry. It just... slipped out 


of my mouth.” 


“It’s okay, Lili.” Aggie said, to Lili’s relief. However, a mischievous glint appeared on the 
Puritan’s eyes. “Looks like I’m not the only one with control issues.” 


“Well, would you look at that; turns out li’] miss innocent can crack a joke after all.” Lili 
responded, an amused smile on her features. Aggie let out a small chuckle, both girls feeling 
the mood brightening again. 


A few moments later, Lili came upon a sudden realization. 


“Y-You’re right...” Lili said, drawing a confused look from Aggie. “I do have control issues! 
I mean, I used to...” Lili promptly explained. 


She turned to face Aggie and, slightly nervous, said, “You know, I can give you some 
pointers, if you like.” 
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Aggie smiled brightly at the offer. “That would be amazing, Lili! Thanks 


“Okay then.” Lili said, getting up and seating herself next to Aggie. “I don’t know if psychic 
powers are the same as ghost lightning powers, but I’Il tell you everything I know.” 


Aggie nodded, prompting Lili to continue. “First off, if you think ‘control’ means ‘constantly 
suppressing your powers and never, under any circumstances, ever use it’, then you’re dead 
wrong.” 


“Y-You’re saying I should... use it?” Aggie choked out, unnerved by the idea. 


“Well, yeah. Controlling your powers means knowing when and where it should be used. 
That means not using your powers at all is bad too.” Lili explained. 


“I... I’m not sure about that...” Aggie said lowly, casting her gaze downwards. 


Lili looked at her thoughtfully as a plan began to form in her head. It’s risky, but the payoff is 
worth it. “Give me your hand.” Lili asked. 


Aggie halfheartedly gave her a leather-clad hand. Lili quickly took off Aggie’s leather glove, 
not giving her time to react, revealing her pale white hand still crackling with electricity. 


“Wha- What are you-?!” Aggie’s eyes widened in shock. 


“It’s okay, calm down.” Lili gave her a reassuring smile. “Now, when do you think it’s a bad 
time to use your powers?” 


“Uh... when I’m taking some water from the well?” 


Lili nodded. Not what she was expecting, but she’s got a point. “Yeah, I guess that would be 
bad. What else?” 


“Um... when I’m around you guys, I guess...” 


Lili smiled. Now this is the direction she wanted. “Okay, and why is that a bad time?” 
“Because I might just hurt you guys. I don’t ever want to hurt my friends.” 


A warm feeling envelops Lili’s chest at Aggie’s words, but she has to continue on. “That’s a 
really sweet reason. Do I count as your friend?” 


Aggie raised her head to meet Lili’s gaze. “Of course you are.” 


“Then you won’t hurt me if I hold your hand, right?” A surprised expression came across her 
face at the question. Before she knew it, Lili’s hand is already hovering above hers, 
dangerously close to the crackling lightning. 


“What are you doing?!” Aggie shrieked. 


“I’m just testing to see if you really don’t want to hurt your friends.” Lili nonchalantly 
replied. 


“Ts this really the best way to do that?!” Aggie asked back, trying to pull her hand away, but it 
is held still by Lili’s other hand. 


“Come on, you can do this, Aggie. Trust me, just focus on what you want. Or, maybe in this 
case, what you don’t want.” 


Aggie looked hesitant for a moment, but eventually, she nodded slowly. 
“Good.” Lili smiled. “Whenever you’re ready.” 


Aggie took a deep breath and closed her eyes, clearing her thoughts, focusing it only on her 
open palm and on her desire to leave her friends unharmed. 


I am not an angry ghost anymore, my friends calmed me down. I am not a lonely girl 
anymore; my friends will always be there for me. They changed me, they helped me. I will 
never hurt them, and nothing can make me. 


“I’m ready.” she spoke, keeping her eyes shut. 
“Okay.” Lili nodded in reply. Unseen by Aggie, a look of uncertainty flashed across Lili’s 
face. If what Norman described was true, then she really doesn’t want a taste of Aggie’s 


bolts. However, she chose to believe in her friend’s capabilities, and that look quickly 
disappears. 


“In three...” Lili slowly lowered her hand, the electricity already tingling her palm. 
They changed me 
“Two...” Both girls held their breath as Lili’s hand grew closer. 


They helped me 


“One...” Aggie clenched her eyes as tightly as possible, focusing on her hand with all her 
might. 


Twill NEVER hurt them, and NOTHING can make me! 


She gasps out in shock, eyes wide as she breathed again. She is in disbelief as she felt 
something warm enveloping her hand. She slowly looked up, and she met the most 
unbelievable sight. 


Lili’s hand tenderly wrapped around her own, the crackling bolts ceased from her palm, and 
not even the slightest cut on the purple-haired girl’s hand. 


Aggie stared dumbfounded at the intertwined fingers for a few moments, before finally 
breaking down in a chuckle of relief. 


“See? I knew you could do it.” Lili smiled, glad that Aggie managed to control her powers, 
and also glad that her hand didn’t get fried. “Now, the next step.” 


Aggie’s chuckle came to an abrupt stop, the worried gaze returning to her features. “I-I have 
to... use it?” 


“Of course. Controlling it means you have to use it too.” Lili said. 


“But, all this power can do is hurt people. What if I hurt you? Or the others?” Aggie returned 
her gaze to the ground. “This power is evil.” 


“Aggie, there’s no such thing as an evil power.” Lili rested her hand on Aggie’s shoulder. “It 
all comes down to the person who has it. And last I checked, you’re a pretty okay person.” 


“But how am I supposed to use these for good?” Aggie gazed upon her pale hands. 


“Well, take fire for example.” Lili conjured a fireball on her palm. “Sure, it can bring down a 
whole town overnight, and can cause one of the most agonizing and painful death known to 
man,” the fireball began to intensify and grow in size, causing Aggie to flinch and inch away. 


“But,” she flicked her hand and the flame spread upwards, creating a beautiful tree-like 
shape, with flames shaped like branches and leaves. Aggie stared at the awing sight before 
her. The fire tree dissipated moments after, leaving Aggie at a loss of words. Her gaze shifted 
to Lili, who replied with a smile, “under my control, fire can be an amazing thing.” 


“That was really amazing, but our powers aren’t the same.” Aggie said. 


“That may be true, but there is one thing we both have.” Lili said, looking at Aggie straight in 
the eye. “A choice. We can choose whether to use our powers to hurt people, or to protect 
people.” 


Aggie pondered upon those words. “To protect?” 


“Yeah, with all the increasingly creepy creepiness we face daily, we need all the protection 
we can get.” Lili smiled dryly. 


The Puritan girl chuckled, her face brightening. “I guess you’re right. It doesn’t matter what 
my powers are, as long as I do it for good.” 


She took a deep breath, “Okay, I’m gonna try.” 
“Whenever you’re ready.” Lili scooted away from Aggie, giving her some space. 


Aggie wasted no time in starting her attempt. She stared at her hand, focusing her mind on 
her pale white fingers. A yellow glow emanated from her palm, and before long, the tiniest of 
sparks began to form. The tiny sparks slowly intensifies, until eventually both of her hands 
are covered by crackling lightning. The electricity continued to grow, with stray bolts starting 
to shoot out of the girl’s fingers. A panicked look flashed across her face as the electricity 
began to grow out of control, but it is quickly replaced by a look of determination. She closed 
her palm, and in an instant, the electricity ceased, her hand returning to its regular pale white 
color. 


At that moment, Lili caught sight of the broadest smile imaginable on the girl’s face. 
“I... I did it...” she spoke, almost breathlessly. “I did it!” 


Aggie laughed cheerfully, continuing to test her newfound control. At first, she simply turned 
her powers on and off, but eventually, she began to experiment with her abilities. Conjuring 
electricity on her palm, she began to swing her hand around, creating a crackling electric 
stream behind it. Then, she began to shoot lightning bolts into the sky, sometimes charging it 
first sometimes shooting it right away. All this she did with the broad smile never leaving her 
face. 


Lili is wearing a smile of her own, watching Aggie’s antics. The Puritan’s giddiness reminded 
her of her first time using pyrokinesis. The first time is always the most exciting. Though, 
there is a noticeable lack of forest fire on Aggie’s, which is a good thing. 


Seeing that her job is done, Lili slid down the rock that she’s sitting on, opting to sit on the 
ground and lean on the rock. 


“By the way, that piece you played earlier, there’s more to it, right?” Lili asked. 


With one last lightning bolt to the sunset, Aggie replied, “There is, actually. You want to hear 
the rest?” 


“Yes, please.” Lili answered, smiling eagerly. 


Smiling just as eagerly, Aggie picked up her violin and continued playing. Lili bobbed her 
head back and forth to the melody, her feet tapping rhythmically to the grass. The music fills 
the air as the sun began its final descent into the horizon. The sun finally disappears from 
view as Aggie hits the final note, leaving the forest in a blanket of darkness. Not a moment 
after, millions of stars made themselves visible on the night sky, bathing the forest in their 
gentle light. 


Lili and Aggie smiled at the sky, in awe of the dots twinkling above. 


“Oh, does that piece have a name?” Lili asked, still staring at the stars. 


“Yeah,” Aggie replied, keeping her gaze fixed on the sky, “it’s called ‘Little Ghost’.” 
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Army Of Nine 
“Are you done yet?” Raz asked once again to the Redguard boy. 


With a swing of his hammer to the still red-hot steel of the Nordic boy’s sword, Wybie 
wearily replied. “Look, you saw me smith before. Ten minutes is not gonna make that much 
of a difference.” 


“But, this is the Skyforge!” Raz said, gesturing to the grand forge that Wybie is working in. 
“Isn’t it supposed to be faster?” 


“Better, not faster.” Wybie replied, continuing his hammering. “Besides, nothing good ever 
comes out of something that’s rushed. Take your girlfriend’s cooking for example, those 
never ended well.” he snickered. 


Raz glared at the Redguard boy. ” Yeah, like your girlfriend is any better.” he said, smirking. 


Wybie’s cheeks grew a faint red. “She’s not my- never mind.” he sighed, knowing there is no 
point in arguing with the Nord. “Look, if you’re here just to mess with me, you’re better off 
doing something a bit more useful, like train or turn into a werewolf or something.” 


“Fine. Just get it done quick.” And with that, Raz turned away from Wybie and walked away. 
He went down the set of stairs leading up to the Skyforge, heading towards Jorrvaskr’s 
training grounds. What he saw there made his jaw drop. 


Coraline, her mace in one hand and her shield in another, is dueling against a hulking Frost 
Atronach, conjured by none other than Mabel. Coraline rolled to the left, dodging the 
Atronach’s icy fist. She swung her mace, shattering the Atronach’s left leg, causing it fall 
down. With another swing, Coraline shattered the being’s head, reducing it to a pile of ice. 
However, the look on Mabel’s face suggested that she’s not about to give up just yet. 


Black magickal orbs appeared on each of the Breton girl’s hands. She threw them at the 
ground, creating two swirling vortex of dark purple. From one, an ethereal sword flew 
towards Mabel’s hand, and from another, out came a humanoid being made out of fire. Mabel 
and the being she conjured stood side-by-side, ready for Coraline. The blue-haired Nord girl 
held her mace and shield at the ready, prepared for another round. 


Both sides looks fired up for a fight, until Raz stepped in. 


“You two! What do you think you’re doing?!” he exclaimed, putting himself between the two 
girls. 


“Uh, training?” Mabel replied rather bluntly. 
“Yeah, you said we can train here.” Coraline added. 


“When I said train, I didn’t mean destroy Jorrvaskr’s training grounds!” Raz spat. “Just look 
at what you did!” 


And Raz is right; the training ground is absolutely ruined. Upon realizing this, the two girls 
sheepishly put their weapons away. Coraline sheathed her mace, while Mabel made the sword 
and Flame Atronach vanish into thin air. 


“Oh man, Vilkas is gonna be so pissed.” Raz groaned, face palming. 


“So what?” a female voice asked from the sidelines. ““You’re their Harbinger, right? The 
youngest one in the history of the Companions.” 


“That doesn’t mean I can’t get in trouble, Lil.” Raz replied, looking at the purple-haired 
Imperial girl. 


“Don’t worry, we'll help you clean up.” another voice spoke, this time from the Breton girl’s 
twin brother. “I got some new spells that can help.” 


“Uh, yeah, no thanks to the spells.” Raz declined, still fully remembering what Dipper’s ‘new 
spells’ might do. “Let’s just clean this up the old-fashioned way.” 


Dipper shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 


The five children grabbed the nearest cleaning equipment and immediately got to work. After 
about half an hour or so, Raz must admit that the training ground is cleaning up quite nicely. 
He can attribute the damages he and his friends can’t fix to the other Companions’ training. 
This is a training ground, after all. 


As they neared completion, three very familiar figures rounded the corner, each carrying a 
fully-filled basket. 


“Guys, you won’t believe what Norman just pulled off!” Neil happily announced, putting his 
basket down. 


“C’mon Neil, it’s not that big a deal.” Norman said, putting his basket down as well. 


“Yes it is! This guy managed to talk Belethor to let us buy all this for just 200 gold!” Neil 
beamed. 


“Whoa, that’s impressive.” Dipper nodded. 
“No, guys, seriously, it’s not.” Norman modestly replied, nervously scratching his neck. 


“Norman, the original price was 500 gold. I’d say that was quite an achievement.” Aggie 
added after she put her basket down. 


“Wait a minute,” Mabel sniffed the air, “are those sweetrolls?” she gestured to the basket near 
Aggie. Smiling, the Altmer girl nodded. Mabel beamed, diving towards the basket. “Gimme 
them sweetrolls!” 


Mabel pulled one out of the basket and began munching on it messily, leaving bits of the treat 
stuck on her cheeks. “You guys didn’t steal any of those sweetrolls, right?” Coraline asked 
with a teasing smile. 


“Yeah, the guards might get mad.” Raz chuckled. 


“We’ll just get Norman to shoot them in the knee. Easy.” Neil joked, and the rest laughed 
heartily. The group continued on this for a while, eating sweetrolls and cracking jokes on the 
various adventures they had in Skyrim. 


“... and the guy suddenly flew into the air! I pretty sure that’s not what’s supposed to happen 
when a giant swings his club at you.” 


“I swear, this one time, a horse just randomly dropped out of the sky.” 


“Last week, I was in the market in Winterhold, everyone is just staring at me. It’s like they’re 
waiting for me to start a conversation with them. It was creepy.” 


“Seriously though, who shoots people in the knee? Everyone is complaining about it these 
days.” 


“The heck does everyone wonders where the body came from? I was literally fighting the guy 
just a second ago!” 


“Why can I throw around dragon skeletal remains with my fireballs?” 


A sharp cough stopped their chatter and drew their attention. A bald man, probably in his 
early fifties and dressed in fine clothes stood behind them. 


“Oh, what’s wrong, Proventus?” Norman asked. 


The man, Proventus Avenicci, replied, “Greetings, Dragon Children. Jarl Balgruuf requests 
your presence in the Dragonsreach.” 


Coraline showed concern. “What’s the matter?” 


“T believe this matter should be discussed with the Jarl personally.” Proventus replied. “This 
is quite urgent, so please hurry.” With that, the man turned away and left. 


With the steward gone, all eyes pointed at Coraline. After a quick thinking, she spoke, “Get 
Wybie.” 


The Dragon Children, all nine of them, approached the Jarl’s throne, where the blonde aged 
Jarl sat lazily. They stopped at the foot of the throne, bowing to the Jarl. 


“Rise, my Thanes.” the Jarl commanded, and the nine complied, rising back to their feet. 
“You have something to discuss with us, my Jarl?” Norman asked, stepping forward. 


The aged man nodded. “Yes, we’ve received reports of increased bandit activity east of 
Whiterun.” 


“Bandits? That’s it?” Raz said. “I thought this was supposed to be urgent.” 


“Yes, usually the guards can handle this by themselves.” the Jarl nodded. “But, these bandits 
are... different.” 


Dipper raised a brow. “Different how?” 


“Instead of just simple, mindless thugs, they also seem to have skilled mages, deadly 
assassins, and even wild beasts at their disposal.” the man explained. 


This new bit of information caught the interest of each of the Dragon Children. “They grow 
in strength and in numbers each day. They are becoming increasingly bolder as well, 
attacking travelers in broad daylight.” the Jarl explained further. “A report even claimed that 
the bandits attacked a Thalmor convoy.” 


Their eyes widened at the information. If these bandits are bold enough to mess with the 
Thalmor, it won’t be long before they start attacking settlements around Whiterun, or even 
the city of Whiterun itself. 


“With the Civil War brewing and the Dragons still at large, this unholy alliance is the last 
thing that Whiterun, and even Skyrim, needs.” Balgruuf finished, concern written all over his 
aging features. 


“Dragonborn,” at the mention of his other name, Norman looked up at the Jarl, “can I trust 
you and your companions with this task?” 


Norman glanced at his friends, seeking their opinion. In response, they all showed him a look 
of approval. The Dragonborn smiled, turning back to the Jarl. “We will do our best, my Jarl.” 


The aging Jarl smiled. “I expected nothing less from the Dragon Children, heroes of Skyrim.” 


“We believe that the bandits’ headquarters is in a fort east of Whiterun, near the border of 
Eastmarch. How soon can you depart?” the Jarl inquired. 


“As soon as possible, my Jarl.” Coraline replied. 


“Excellent. Now, go and rid Skyrim of this unholy alliance.” Balgruuf stated. The nine bowed 
at the Jarl, before turning back the way they came. 


“What now?” Neil asked as they walked. 


Coraline shot a glance at the chubby boy. “Now, we gear up.” 


“Ts that it?” Coraline asked, eyeing the rundown structure in the distance. The blue-haired 
Nord girl is out of her civilian clothing, now wearing a steel horned helmet and steel plated 
armor, gauntlets, and boots. 


“Hold on, let’s do a headcount.” Wybie spoke, observing the fort using binoculars of his own 
design. The Redguard is also out of his civilian clothes, now wearing a heavily modified set 
of golden dwarven armor. “Thugs, check. Mages, check. Thieves and assassins, check. Oh, 
and monsters, check.” 


The Redguard boy tucked the binoculars back to his satchel. “Yep, they got ‘em all. That’s 
the one.” 


“Hey, haven’t we cleared out that place before?” Raz spoke, now wearing a set of lightweight 
leather armor. Beside him, Lili had her gaze locked on the fort, now wearing a set of light 
Imperial armor. 


“We did. And we made a map of it. So, I guess we got one thing going for us.” Dipper said, 
leaning against a dead tree, now wearing a set of expert-level mage robes, enchanted with 
enhancements that support his school of magick, Destruction and Illusion. Mabel sat on the 
ground beside him, also wearing a set of expert-level mage robes, but hers has enhancements 
supporting the magick school of Conjuration and Restoration. 


“Just one strategic advantage won’t matter when you’re outnumbered ten to one.” Norman 
bluntly stated, perched on a rock, now wearing a shrouded cowl, vest, gloves, and boots. 
Aggie is standing beside him, now wearing hooded Thalmor robes. 


“Aw, come on, Norman! We’ll get through this, like we always did!” Neil grinned, now 
wearing a set of scaled armor. 


“The future is not set in stone; anything can happen.” said Norman, leaving the Dragon 
Children in a depressing note. 


“Well, on that cheerful note,” Wybie spat, turning to face the blue-haired Nord, “‘what’s the 
verdict, Coraline?” 


Coraline observed her surroundings, taking notice that the sun is almost touching the 
horizon. “The sun’s almost setting. There’s probably only an hour of daylight left.” she 
spoke, turning to address the others. 


“We should camp here for the night. This spot is far away enough so they won’t get 
suspicious. Dipper, bring out that map. We’ll talk about how we’re gonna attack tonight. We 
strike early in the morning tomorrow.” Coraline commanded, and the others complied. 


By the time the sun is halfway down, the Children already has nine tents raised and a 
campfire started, with a cooking pot brewing and some deer meat roasting over the fire. The 
Children gathered around the fire, heartily eating the meal cooked and prepared by Mabel and 
Neil. 


By the time they finished their meal, the sun has completely set, leaving the land covered in 
darkness, the only source of light coming from the campfire, the fort in the distance, and the 
twin moons in the sky. 


After the meal, the Kids occupied themselves with various activities. Raz is practicing at the 
edge of the camp, swinging his twin Skyforge steel sword around at an imaginary foe. Lili is 
leaning against a dead tree nearby, observing Raz while twirling her elven dagger around in 
her hand. Mabel and Neil are stargazing not far away from the camp, with Neil pretending to 
shoot the stars with his ebony bow, drawing chuckles from Mabel. Coraline and Wybie are 
sharpening their weapons around the campfire, Coraline sharpening her glass mace and 
Wybie sharpening his dwarven greatsword, respectively. Norman sat just outside his tent, 
tending to his dragonbone bow and arrows, while Aggie is meditating nearby. Dipper stayed 
inside his tent, studying the map of the fort under the light of a candle. 


Half an hour later, Dipper emerged from his tent, the map in hand. 


“Gather up everyone!” he exclaimed. The Children quickly gathered and formed a circle, the 
map laid out in the middle. 


“T think I figured out a plan.” Dipper began. “Now, you guys might remember, on our last 
raid on that fort, I accidentally made a hole in the northeastern wall, right here.” Dipper 
pointed to the upper right corner of the map. “It’s pretty small, way too small for an adult to 
pass through. However, it’s just the right size for kids. And since adults can’t pass through, 
those bandits might not even bother to fix it.” 


“One of us can pass through it, sneak past anyone on guard duty, and pull the lever to open 
the gates, which is located here, just above the gate.” Dipper shifted his gaze towards Lili. 
“Lili?” 

“Consider it done.” The purple-haired girl nodded. 


“Good.” Dipper nodded back. “Now, I need someone to shadow Lili while she’s inside and 
take out anyone that she can’t sneak past.” Dipper turned towards Norman and Neil. “I’m 
pretty sure you two can do that, right?” 


“No problem.” Neil spoke as he proudly held out his bow, while Norman simply nodded. 


Dipper then continued his explanation. “While Lili is opening the gate, we hide just outside 
their line of sight, about a few dozen meters outside the gate. Once the gate is open, we go in, 
sneak through the courtyard, and enter the fort. If we do it perfectly, we can take half of them 
out before they even realized we were there.” 


Dipper stood up, his explanation finished. “Any questions?” 
Neil raised his hand. “Yes, Neil?” 

“Can’t we just get Norman to call Odahviing?” 

“What?!” the others exclaimed, all at the same time. 
“What?” Neil raised both hands innocently. 

“Dude, that’s overkill, even for me.” Raz said. 


“Okay, okay, no dragon-calling, got it.” Neil rolled his eyes. “Sheesh, I’m just suggesting, 
y know?” 


“If no one has any more questions,” Coraline spoke, rising to her feet, “then we all should 
bunk in right away. We strike tomorrow morning, as early as possible.” 


The others nodded in agreement, and made their way to their respective tents. Everyone, 
except for Raz and Wybie, who stayed put in their seat. 


“And what are you two doing?” Coraline asked. 


The two shared a quick glance at each other, before Wybie spoke, “I think we’re just gonna 
keep watch for the night.” 


“Besides, in case you didn’t remember, sleep won’t do us much good.” Raz added, giving her 
a wolfish grin. 


“Oh yeah,” Coraline said, remembering the cause, “I can’t believe that bit managed to slip 
past my mind.” 


“Don’t go on an impromptu hunt, you two.” She said, before slipping into her tent. 


The two barked out a laugh at the joke, before turning their attention to the full moon in the 
sky, already feeling the all-too familiar sensation of adrenaline rushing through their veins. 


“Just the right size’, he said.” Lili grumbled, struggling to fit through the small hole in the 
wall. “Yeah, right.” she snorted. 


With one last grunt, she managed to pass through the hole, falling face first to the ground. 
She quickly scrambled back to her feet, her elven dagger gripped at the ready on her left 


hand. 


Her eyes scanned the area for anyone that might hinder her, but she found none. Still cautious 
nonetheless, the girl made her way towards the set of stairs next to the gate, tiptoeing her way 
across the courtyard. As she reached the stairs, she took a glance behind her, making sure she 
didn’t miss something earlier. Again, she found none. 


Satisfied, she continued up the stairs, tiptoeing all the way. Reaching the top of the stairs, she 
spotted the lever just a few feet away from her, along with something else. Or rather, 
someone else. 


A lone, sleepy-looking man stood on guard, wearing some leather armor, staring off into the 
wilderness. Lili took a few steps back, her mind cooking up the best way to quietly dispose of 
him. A light thud entered her ear, interrupting her thoughts. She took a peek up the stairs, and 
found the man lying motionless on the ground, a dragonbone arrow pierced right between his 
eyes. 


Rolling her eyes, she made her way to the lever, casting a quick glance to the wilderness 
outside, barely spotting the boy in the darkness of the early morning. Even if she can’t see it, 
she can just feel the boy smirking at her direction. 


She pulled the lever, and almost instantaneously she heard gears whirring below her feet as 
the gate started to open. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted eight figures emerge from 
their hiding spots and rush towards the gate. She too moved quickly, going down the stairs 
and positioning herself beside the gate. A few seconds passed, and those eight figures 
arrived, their weapons held at the ready. 


“I don’t really need help with that guy, Norman.” Lili spoke as the boy passed. 
“You're taking too long.” Norman replied, giving her a brief smirk. 


“Okay everyone, slow and steady now. We just have to get past the courtyard and get in the 
fort.” Coraline said as they cautiously made their way to the door at the other side of the 
courtyard. 


“Hey, did you get any trouble?” Raz whispered, putting himself next to Lili. 


“Not really,” Lili replied, also keeping her voice down to a whisper, “Besides that guy that 
Norman shot, there was barely anyone-“ 


A sudden crash came from behind the group, startling them. They whipped their heads to the 
source of the sound, and to their surprise, found that the gate has been closed shut. 


“here.” 


Torches and lanterns suddenly burst to life, lighting up the entire fort, revealing a surprising 
sight. The bandits, mages, and assassins the Children thought were sleeping are lined up on 
the wall, wielding a large variety of weapons and magic. More emerged from their hiding 


spots on ground level, some revealing cages inhabited with bloodthirsty-looking wolves, 
bears, and other bestial creatures. 


Seeing all of it, Dipper sighed. “I knew this was too easy.” 


One bandit on the wall above the gate stepped forward, a condescending smirk on his face. 
Judging by his armor which is significantly better than the others, it’s clear that he is the 
leader. 


“Tf it isn’t the famous Dragon Children.” the man spoke, smirking. “Thanes of the nine 
Holds, said to be blessed by both the Nine Divines and the Daedric Princes themselves. 
Slayer of countless dragons, and thwarter of more than one calamity that could have torn 
Tamriel itself asunder.” 


“Such great achievements for ones so young.” the smirk suddenly turned into a glare. 
“Unfortunately, that glorious streak ends today.” 


“Oh please,” Coraline rolled her eyes, “we’ve been through worse.” 
“Yeah, like, ‘dragon priest plus two dragons’ worse.” Raz added. 


“True, you might have slain countless others who share our profession, but you are no match 
against our massive combined army.” As if on cue, a low chuckle came from some of the 
bandits, while others grinned like a madman. 


“Guys, please tell me it’s not really that massive.” Neil said, warily eyeing their foes. 
“Uhh, I lost count at fifty.” Wybie replied. 


The bandit leader spoke again. “Tonight, I sense a gloomy atmosphere enveloping taverns all 
around Skyrim, as the bards sing the most tragic tale, of the demise of the Dragon Chil-“ 


A single arrow left Norman’s dragonbone bow, piercing the man’s neck through and through. 
The bandits went into a stunned silence as they watched their leader fall lifelessly to the 
ground below. Meanwhile, the Children shot Norman an annoyed look. 


“What?” he asked nonchalantly. 
“Dude, let the man finish his speech for Hircine’s sake!” Wybie spat. 


“He already said too much.” Norman calmly replied. “And keep Hircine to yourself. I’m not 
with him.” 


“Uh, guys?” Mabel spoke, diverting their attention back to their enemies. They have broken 
out of their stunned stupor, and judging from their glares, gritted teeth, and angered curses, 
they are undoubtedly pissed off. 


The Children quickly formed a circle, their weapons held at the ready. Dipper summoned an 
Ice Spike spell on his right hand and a Fear spell on his left, Mabel quickly summoned a 
magic sword on her right and prepared a Steadfast Ward spell on her left hand, Norman and 


Neil pulled an arrow out of their quiver and prepared them on their respective bows, Aggie 
casted a Stoneflesh spell on herself then summoned Spark spells on both her hands, Coraline 
had her glass mace and the Shield of Ysgramor held at the ready, Wybie gripped his dwarven 
greatsword with both hands tightly, Raz swung both of his Skyforge Steel Sword around as 
an act of intimidation before holding them in a battle stance, and Lili prepared a Firebolt spell 
on her right hand while twirling her elven dagger around on her left hand. 


Their enemies also prepared themselves, dozens of weapons are raised and various spells are 
prepared. 


“So, an army of fifty versus an army of nine, huh?” a grin broke out on Coraline’s features. 
“Looks like the bards will have one hell of a tale to sing tonight.” 


Raz parried the swing of the rather large man’s greatsword, before retaliating with plunging 
both of his swords to the man’s chest, the man groaning weakly before the life left him. Raz 
pulled out his sword, letting the man’s corpse fall to the ground. 


Out of the corner of his eye, Raz spotted an orc wielding a large warhammer charging at his 
direction. Before Raz can do any harm to the orc, an ice spike bursts out of the orc’s chest, 
impaling him from behind. The orc fell to the ground, revealing Dipper standing a few feet 
behind him, an Ice Spike spell on his right hand. Raz flashed Dipper a smirk, which he 
returned with a smirk of his own, before their focus returned to the battle around them. 


A group of three approached Dipper, all wielding steel axes. They all charged at the same 
time, and Dipper quickly shot an ice spike at them. Two dodged the projectile, but one wasn’t 
so lucky, the spike impaling his abdomen. Dipper rolled to the right as the two swung their 
axes at him. He quickly spun around and shot another ice spike, impaling one at the back of 
his head. The last one charged at Dipper again, but the Breton boy already prepared a deep 
scarlet orb on his left palm. He threw the orb, and the man’s eyes instantly grew wide once 
the orb hit him. Dipper smirked; his Fear spell worked perfectly. 


The man dropped his axe and, knees trembling, frantically ran away from Dipper as fast as he 
can. The man was so blinded by fear that he failed to notice an incoming swing of a dwarven 
greatsword straight to his neck. His corpse fell to the ground, and his severed head followed 
moments after. Wybie casted a quick glance to the man he just decapitated, before spotting a 
Khajiit charging at him with nothing but a small steel dagger. The Redguard had to physically 
stop himself from chuckling at the stupidity of the attempt. He quickly disposed of the cat 
person by running him through with his greatsword. 


However, the boy didn’t notice an arrow flying straight to the back of his neck. Coraline 
rushed in, and just in the nick of time, deflecting the arrow with her shield. Wybie shot a 
glance behind him and, spotting the arrow lying on the ground, gave the blue-haired Nord a 
quick nod as thanks. Coraline nodded back before running off, going face-to-face with an 
Argonian and a female Nord. Both are wielding steel swords, but the female Nord also wields 
an iron shield. The Argonian attacked first, but Coraline parried the swing of his sword with 
her shield. She then swept the Argonian off his feet, before her glass mace bashed the lizard 


man’s face in. The female Nord quickly rushed in, catching her off guard and bashing her 
with her iron shield, knocking Coraline to her back. The female Nord raised her sword to the 
air, aiming at the still-recovering Coraline’s neck. 


Suddenly, a hand wielding an elven dagger reached from behind the female Nord and slit the 
Nord’s throat. The Nord’s eyes bulged out in shock, before she dropped lifelessly to the 
ground. Behind her, stood Lili, a bloodied dagger on her left hand. 


“I believe you owe me one.” Lili smirked, a hand outstretched towards Coraline. 


Coraline rolled her eyes, but she accepted her hand nonetheless, rising back to her feet. All of 
a sudden, Coraline gave Lili a hard shove, just as an arrow whooshed past the spot Lili was 
standing. 


“Well, would you look at that, we just got even.” Coraline grinned. Lili rolled her eyes, 
before turning her attention to the person that shot the arrow; a Bosmer wielding a hunting 
bow standing a good distance away from her. 


Lili dashed towards the Bosmer as he shot more arrows at her. The Imperial girl deftly 
dodged each and every arrow the Bosmer shot, before swiftly retaliating with a Firebolt spell. 
The ball of fire knocked the hunting bow out of the Bosmer’s hands, leaving him wide open. 
But, before Lili can move in for the finishing blow, the Bosmer was already impaled by the 
tusks of an ethereal warthog. 


“That’s it, Waddles! Stab all of the bad guys!” a voice exclaimed, its source a brown haired 
Breton girl. Seeing that her target is taken care of, Lili dashed off to find another target. 


Meanwhile, Mabel spotted a group of archers raining down arrows at her brother. The girl 
whistled sharply, catching her swine familiar’s attention, and she pointed a finger at the 
group. Her familiar understood, squealing as it made a mad charge towards the group. The 
familiar quite literally tore the archers apart, eliciting a proud smile from Mabel. However, 
that smile quickly disappears when a lightning bolt struck her side. She cried out in pain, 
craning her head to look at her attacker; a Dunmer mage. The Dunmer casted another Spark 
spell, but this time Mabel blocked it with a Ward spell. The Dark Elf continued his assault, 
bombarding Mabel’s Ward with a continuous stream of lightning. Two more mages joined in, 
adding two more electric streams to Mabel’s problems. 


Before Mabel can signal Waddles to tear them apart, an extra large sized fireball already did 
the job for her. Mabel deactivated her ward, giving a thumbs up to the person that casted the 
fireball; Aggie. The Altmer girl replied with a sweet little smile, before turning her attention 
to another group of mages, blasting them away with a two-handed Spark spell. As she 
searched for more enemies, she spotted Neil ducking behind some crates as archers rained 
arrows from above the walls on his cover, a panicked look on his features. Aggie quickly 
conjured a light green orb and shot it at Neil. Once the orb hits; the effects of the Courage 
spell kicks off almost instantaneously. 


A confident smile formed on Neil’s features as a green aura enveloped his form. He emerged 
from his cover, an arrow already placed in his ebony bow. The arrow flew from the bow, 
quickly followed by another arrow, then another, then another, then another, until eventually 


only one archer remains on the wall. Neil prepared one more arrow, aiming for the spot 
between the man’s eyes. But, before the ebony arrow can leave his bow, a different arrow has 
already lodged itself in the man’s skull. Neil smirked and took off to find another target, as he 
knew there is only one person that could have fired that arrow, and that person sure as hell 
doesn’t need any kind of help. 


Norman pulled out the dragonbone arrow out of the man’s skull, putting it back in his quiver. 
He looked left and right, where thugs and mages alike are already filling up the narrow space 
above the fort’s wall, all eager for a chance to slay the legendary Dragonborn. Norman 
smirked; these fools are getting stupider and stupider each day. 


“Tiid Klo UL!” 


Quick as lightning, dozens of arrow are already fired before his enemies can even blink. By 
the time they finished blinking, half of them are lying on the ground, riddled with arrows. An 
expression of utter horror dawned on the faces of his enemies, while Norman wore the most 
serene expression, with his lips curled ever so slightly to form the tiniest of smirks. 


His foes, both thugs and mages, all scrambled away from Norman, some even dropping their 
weapons along the way, while others dropped more than weapons in their pants. And not just 
Norman’s foes, all over the fort, the Dragon Children’s enemies finally became smart enough 
to realize that every single rumor they heard about the Children were true, and some of them 
might even be an understatement. 


Every one of them retreated, tripping and stumbling along the way, making their way to the 
entrance of the fort. Once all of them are inside, they closed the door and barred it from the 
inside. Not that barring the door would actually slow the Children down. 


The Dragon Children gathered around the barred door, their weapons bloodied, their stamina 
drained, their magicka nearly depleted, but somehow still ready for more. Even more, each of 
them are wearing varying degrees of a mad grin, imagining their foes cowering in fear behind 
the door. 


“Norman,” Coraline spoke, her glass mace and her shield gripped tightly, “would you mind 
knocking on the door for us?” 


Smiling, Norman took a step forward. He sheathed his dragonbone bow back on his back. 
Positioning himself directly in front of the door, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
He opened his eyes, revealing fiery orbs of blue. He opened his mouth, and out came an 
ancient language that has been the downfall of many of his foes. 


“Fus Ro Dah!” 
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Gravity Falls Grand Prix 


Chapter Summary 


This is why prepubescent kids should not be allowed to have a race across the town. 


Chapter Notes 
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“Do you really have to tinker with your bike every day?” the blue-haired girl asked, sitting on 
Wybie’s workbench. 


“Jonesy, that’s like asking if a fish needs water.” Wybie replied from underneath his bike, still 
busy tinkering with it. “Besides, today’s a special day.” 


“You going racing with the boys again?” she asked. 
“Yep. And I’m going to win this time.” the boy replied. 


“Really? After what happened last time?” Coraline asked with a teasing smile. She moved 
towards Wybie and knelt beside him, “You ate Raz’s dust, literally.” 


“Last time didn’t count.” Wybie replied grouchily. He slid out from under the bike and 
moved to his workbench, starting to tinker with something on it. 


“You’re just being a sore loser, why-were-you-born.” she teased, rising back to her feet. 


“Hey, when someone brought psychic powers to a race, it’s not considered a race anymore.” 
Wybie said, still busy tinkering. 


“Oh, stop whining, you baby. Raz didn’t mess you up that bad.” Coraline rolled her eyes. 


Wordlessly, Wybie put his skull mask in Coraline’s view. Her eyes widened at the state of the 
mask; badly burnt on one side. “Okay, I guess he did go a little overboard with the fireballs.” 


“A little?” Wybie casted a quick, annoyed glance. 
“At least you came out fine, right?” Coraline said. 


“Well, if that kid tries anything funny again, at least now I have a little something up my 
sleeve.” Wybie spoke with a mischievous grin, piquing Coraline’s interest. 


“A little something up your sleeve?” 


The boy moved away from his worktable, giving Coraline a clear view of the object he was 
tinkering with. Although taken aback for a few moments, a grin similar to Wybie’s quickly 
worked its way to the girl’s features. 


“That is a big something up your sleeve.” 


“Welcome, ladies and gentleman, to the most hair-raising, adrenaline-pumping, jaw-dropping 
race competition this dimension has and ever will witness; the Gravity Falls Grand Prix!” 
Mabel announced at the top her lungs, complete with over-the-top gestures, to the hilariously 
small crowd of Neil, Aggie, and Lili. Even then, Neil is the only one showing the same level 
of excitement as Mabel. 


“Wooo!!” Neil shouted, clapping elatedly. Aggie has a cheerful smile on her face, while Lili 
looks bored out of her mind. 


“Today, four fearless speed-freaks are going to give their all in a grueling, high-velocity 
contest for a chance to win the ultimate prize: the Mystery Trophy!” Mabel shouted, 
gesturing to a crudely-made trophy made out of cardboard. 


“Check your math, scream queen.” Lili spoke, annoyance written across her features. “Make 
that three freaks.” 


Mabel took a peek at the contestants lined up at the starting line and found that one of them is 
indeed missing. ““Where’s Wybie?” she asked. 


“I haven’t seen him since breakfast.” Norman said, sitting on his bike-motorcycle hybrid. 


“I think he’s cooping himself up in the garage.” Dipper added, sitting on driver’s seat of the 
Mystery Cart. 


“That little baby probably doesn’t want to go up against me anymore.” Raz stated with a 
smug smile, drawing annoyed groans from Norman and Dipper. 


“Well, we can’t start the race without him.” Mabel pouted. 


“I’m here!” A voice called out. Everyone turned towards the source, spotting Wybie with his 
bike beside him, Coraline tailing behind him. 


Raz crossed his arms, a smug smirk on his face. “Well, it’s about time. I’m starting to think 
you’re backing out.” 


“Oh, I have no intention of backing out.” Wybie spoke, sharing a mischievous grin with 
Coraline, drawing curious looks from the others. The two shared a quick fist bump before 
Coraline joined the spectators, while Wybie positioned his bike on the starting line. 


“Hey, what’s that?” Dipper asked, pointing to some sort of container attached to the back seat 
of Wybie’s bike. 


“Just a little something to help me win.” Wybie replied with a barely contained grin. 


“Alright, now that everyone’s here, we can go on with the show!” Mabel beamed, switching 
back to her over-the-top announcer persona. “Contestants, time to explain how this 
supersonic showdown’s gonna go down!” 


“This race is divided into three segments. First, the contestants will race from here, the 
Mystery Shack, across town and get to the junkyard. How you get there is completely up to 
you, the only rule here is you cannot directly hurt or hinder other contestants. That means, 
things like a psi-blast to the face, ’ Mabel, along with everyone else, gave Raz a sharp glare, 
which he replied with sheepish chuckle, “is strictly forbidden. But, doing things like blocking 
your opponents’ path is fair game.” 


“Once the contestants entered the junkyard, we move on to the second stage of the race. Here, 
the contestants will race around the junkyard to find a red flag, expertly hidden by yours 
truly.” Mabel gestured to herself, earning her eye rolls from everyone except for Neil and 
Aggie. 


“If one of the contestants somehow managed to find the flag that I have hidden with extreme 
hideyness, then we immediately move on to the third and last stage of the race. In this stage, 
the contestants will race on a linear route from the junkyard to the “Welcome to Gravity 
Falls’ sign at the edge of town. But, here’s the catch; there will be absolutely no rules in this 
leg of the race, meaning contestants can steal the flag from other contestants and just pretty 
much go nuts on each other.” 


A grin made its way to Raz’s features, and a very annoying one at that. 


“First one to cross the finish line at the sign, with the flag in hand, will be declared the 
champion of the GRAVITY FALLS GRAND PRIX!!” Mabel exclaimed at the very top of her 
lungs, earning grimaces from the people around her. 


Mabel took a deep, deep breath, before continuing. “Alrighty then, gentleman, start your 
engines!” 


Recovering from Mabel’s screech, three engines roared to life one by one, while a swirling 
ball of psychic energy formed underneath Raz’s feet, suspending him in midair. A look of 
fierce determination made its way to each of the contestants’ features. Even Norman, who 
took part only because of the urging of his friends (*cough*Aggie*cough*), wore that 
competitive look. 


“Ready!” Mabel exclaimed, pointing her grappling hook into the sky. 


The sounds of engines revving filled the air, while the swirls on Raz’s psi-ball spun faster by 
the second. 


“Set!” Mabel placed a finger on trigger, careful not to fire it too early. 


The competitive spirit can be felt even among the spectators. Neil, Aggie, and Coraline are 
trying to outdo each other in their cheers. Even Lili now looks mildly interested. 


“GO ! 29 


Mabel’s hook flew to the sky, and in almost the same moment, the four racers are propelled 
forward, the tires of their vehicles (or psi-ball, in Raz’s case) spewing out muck and dirt 
behind them. The four sped out of sight, accompanied by the cheers of their friends from the 
sidelines. Once they are well out of sight, the cheers slowly died down, except for Neil’s, 
who kept clapping on excitedly. 


However, he eventually stopped when Mabel’s hook returned from the sky. 
“Owww...” Neil groaned, rubbing the top of his head. 


Mabel grimaced. “Sorry, Neil.” 


Wybie turned left hard, cutting the sidewalk by a few inches, eliciting a yelp from a nearby 
pedestrian. Behind him, Dipper emerged from the same corner, all four tires squealing as he 
drifted into the turn. The twelve year old almost crashed the cart into a pedestrian on the 
sidewalk, but he managed to regain control at the last second, quickly hot on Wybie’s tail 
once again. 


Wybie took a glance behind him, smirking. “That heap of junk ain’t built for racing, disco 
girl!” 


An irritated look flashed across Dipper’s features for a second, but it’s quickly replaced by a 
smirk of his own. “At least I won’t turn into a ragdoll if I crash into that truck, blabber 
mouth!” 


Alarmed, Wybie faced forward again, finding that there is an actual truck backing out into the 
road. He swerved to the right, narrowly missing the truck. Regaining himself from the near 
collision, Wybie silently berated himself for his carelessness, before twisting the throttle hard. 
His bike reacted accordingly, sending him speeding down the road. 


An intersection came into sight ahead, and Wybie quickly decided that he would turn right 
ahead. As he took the turn, a red bike-motorcycle hybrid carrying a spiky haired boy 
suddenly zoomed past him. Out of shock, Wybie briefly lost control of his bike, but he 
quickly regained control. The spiky haired boy in front of him took a quick glance at Wybie, 
the edge of his lips curled into a tiny smirk. Wybie was genuinely surprised by that gesture. 


Norman, of all people, just challenged him. And, with a grin and a hard twist at the throttle, 
Wybie gladly accepted. 


Bit by bit, Wybie began to catch up to Norman, until eventually, they are neck and neck. 


“You should know,” Wybie spoke, eyeballs darting towards Norman, “I haven’t tweaked that 
thing for a while.” 


“Oh, don’t you worry,” Norman replied, returning Wybie’s gaze, “I’ve been tweaking it 
myself.” 


“Really?” Wybie smirked. “Well, guess that explains why you’re so slow.” 
“Hey guys!” Dipper shouted, behind them by a few feet. “Don’t forget about me!” 


“We still remember you, Dipper!” Norman shouted back, sharing a mischievous smile with 
Wybie. 


“Yeah, as the kid stuck in last place!” Wybie added, chuckling afterwards. Dipper simply 
grumbled silently in reply. 


At the end of the street, the entrance of the junkyard came into view. The sight brought 
determined smiles to all three of them. Wybie’s smile in particular grew larger, as he slowly 
but surely took the lead. Wybie is now leading by a tire, and his smile just kept on growing. 


Until he heard someone shouting from above him. 


Out of the sky, Raz suddenly landed in front of them, the impact his psi-ball made shattering 
a rather large area of the concrete road. Wybie and Norman quickly swerved left and right, 
driving around the cracks to avoid getting thrown off their bikes. Behind them, Dipper braced 
himself as the ride became a little bumpy for the next few seconds. 


Once they passed that, they are greeted by an all-too familiar face wearing an all-too familiar 
grin. The psychic is even floating backwards, as if to mock them even further. 


“Hey, that was cheating!” Wybie yelled out. 


“No it’s not. How am I supposed to know the road is going to break when I land on it?” Raz 
reasoned, but the lopsided grin on his features made it quite clear that he knew full well of 
what he did. The psychic turned back towards the junkyard, and gave himself a psychic boost 
to zoom past the entrance. The other three, irritated, wasted no time in following the psychic 
inside. 


Once they are inside, the second leg of the race officially began; the hunt for the red flag. Raz 
is already scouring the junkyard for the flag, deftly maneuvering between the heaps of scrap 
thanks to his highly adaptable psi-ball. However, even though the others’ vehicles are only 
limited to one form, that doesn’t mean that they will give up so easily. The three split up, 
each searching for the flag using their own methods. Dipper, being the one using the largest 
vehicle, searched at a slow but steady pace, carefully observing every nook and cranny from 
afar since he can only stick to the larger paths. Norman’s method is similar to Dipper’s, 
steadily searching in every corner, with just a few bursts of speed in between. But, since his 
vehicle is smaller than Dipper’s, he can tread in paths that Dipper could never take. As for 
Wybie, his method involves him racing around the junkyard at high speed, eyes darting left 
and right in a frantic search for the flag. Whatever their method is, each one of them is certain 
that they will be the one to find the flag. 


A full ten minutes passed, yet the flag remains unfound. After completing what must’ve been 
his hundredth lap around the junkyard, Wybie began to grow weary. His focus is decreasing 
after constantly squinting his eyes at his surroundings, the heat of the summer sun is making 
him sweat profusely, and his bottom is feeling sore after riding so long on an uneven surface. 
Eventually, Wybie pulled the brake pedal, coming to a full stop next to Dipper. From the 
looks of it, the twelve year old is also growing tired of the search. 


“Man, when your sister said she hid it well, I never thought it’s going to be well-hidden in 
our standards too.” Wybie said, wiping some sweat from his forehead. 


“Same here.” Dipper grumbled, his face buried into the steering wheel. “To be honest, I was 
kinda half-expecting for her to ‘hide’ the flag at the entrance gate.” 


A dry chuckle escaped Wybie’s mouth as he straightened his legs, trying to work off the 
soreness all over his lower body. “Man, I really wish I have my mask right now.” he moaned. 
The magnifying glass he added to it would’ve been a huge help in finding the flag. 


In the distance, he can hear engine noises and scrap metal being tossed around, meaning that 
Norman and Raz are still searching. Groaning, he forced himself to twist the throttle once 
again, propelling himself forward and leaving Dipper with his face still buried in the steering 
wheel. 


He continued his search at a much slower pace this time, taking the time to carefully observe 
the piles of junk around him in search of that elusive red flag. His more cautious method 
seems to bear fruit, as he spotted a path he never noticed before. The path is incredibly 
narrow, pitted by two huge junk piles. It is so narrow in fact, that Wybie’s bike can barely fit 
through. Nevertheless, the boy continued onwards, carefully of course, lest he accidentally 
knock one of the junk out of its place and be buried under several tons of scrap metal. He 
looked left and right as he travels down the narrow path, but it seems the flag is not here 
either. A disappointed sigh escaped his lips, thinking that going down this path is just a waste 
of time. 


Until he turned his gaze upwards. 


Hanging several feet above the path before him, is a wreckage of a car. And sticking out of 
the car’s exhaust pipe, hung a small red flag. 


A chuckle of both joy and disbelief came from Wybie’s mouth at the sight. He briefly 
wondered on how on earth did Mabel managed to place the flag all the way up there, before 
wondering on how on earth is he supposed to retrieve the flag from all the way up there. 
However, he noticed a piece of scrap metal further along the path that is positioned into a 
crude ramp, and perfectly placed so that someone can launch off the ramp to get the flag. 


It’s far too perfect for it to be a coincidence. 


Silently thanking Mabel for the help, Wybie twisted the throttle as hard as he can, speeding 
down the path as fast as the bike can take him. He launched off the ramp, stretching an arm 
upwards as he neared the flag. He snatched the red flag from the exhaust pipe, and a huge 


grin immediately formed on his face. He successfully landed his bike on the ground, and 
continued speeding until he is out of the narrow path. 


He came to a full stop, taking some time to swallow the stunt he just pulled. He looked down 
to see the red flag he held in his hand, and an overjoyed feeling quickly crept up to him. 


“T got it!” he yelled out, raising the flag to the sky. But, just a second later, Wybie 
immediately realized the stupidity of what he just done. His voice must’ve been heard 
throughout the junkyard, and already he can hear engine sounds converging on him. 


“Aw, crud.” 


He twisted the throttle hard, speeding as fast as he can towards the exit, or at least towards 
where he thought the exit is. He turned left and right, now in search of a way out of the 
junkyard. As he rounded a random corner, he was met with the sight of Norman and Dipper 
speeding straight towards him. A silent curse escaped his lips, quickly turning around to go 
back the way he came. Now with two people hot on his tail, Wybie is more frantic than ever 
to find the exit. Fortunately, since Dipper’s cart is much heavier that Wybie’s bike and 
Norman’s bike still requires a bit of pedaling to get the engine running, Wybie managed to 
stay ahead for most of the time. 


Wybie rounded yet another random corner, and to his infinite relief, the exit is right in front 
of him. He gleefully sped out of the junkyard, with Norman and Dipper following close 
behind, initiating the third and last leg of the race. As if on cue, golf balls are pelted at Wybie 
from behind, courtesy of both Dipper and Norman. It seems Dipper found some golf balls 
inside one of the many hidden compartments aboard the Mystery Cart, which he then gave to 
Norman so the medium can shoot them at Wybie with his slingshot. 


“You're ganging up on me?! Seriously?!” Wybie shrieked, swerving left and right to try to 
dodge some of the golf balls. 


“Anything goes now, Lovat.” Norman grinned as he fired off another golf ball, managing to 
hit the hand that Wybie is using to hold the flag. 


The flag came very close to slipping out of Wybie’s hand, but the boy managed to regain his 
grip around the flag. Wybie took a glance behind him, his eyes focused on the container 
attached to his bike, and his mind briefly wandered to its contents. The item he stored inside 
is sure to take both Norman and Dipper out and win him the race. 


“No, not yet, Wybie. Not yet.” He muttered, choosing to endure the (relatively) harmless 
pelting of golf balls instead. A ball struck his ear, and he simply sighed, “At least Raz’s not 
around.” 


As the three sped down the road, the buildings at the side of the road are gradually replaced 
by trees, until eventually they are completely replaced by rows and rows of trees. That could 
only mean they are getting close to the finish line, much to Wybie’s joy. Eventually, a right 
turn came into sight ahead, and a grin formed on Wybie’s lips. He’s not very familiar with the 
roads in Gravity Falls, but he knew that after that turn, it was just a straight line to the finish 
line, the ‘Welcome to Gravity Falls’ sign. 


Wybie entered the turn, certain that victory is within his grasp. 
Until he heard a bellow from above. 
“Look out below!” 


Judging from the last time he heard a shout from above him today, he instantly knew 
something bad is about to happen. 


Raz landed right next to him, sending a psychic shockwave at every direction, knocking the 
flag out of Wybie’s hand, which Raz quickly took hold. Raz landed so close to Wybie in fact, 
that the shockwave threw both Wybie and his bike into the air and out of the road. 


Still in midair, panic starts to set in for the young mechanic, until he realized, this is the 
perfect time for his ‘little something’ to take the spotlight. He opened the container at the 
back of his bike, and he reached inside with his left hand. He withdrew his left hand, now 
covered all the way to his elbow with a black-colored box-shaped contraption with a 
gleaming metal spear tip at the end. He pointed his left hand at a nearby tree, and the spear tip 
fired off towards the tree, leaving a thin wire connecting the tip to the contraption. The tip 
embedded itself to the tree, and once the wire tensed, the centrifugal force propelled him back 
into the road. 


The boy landed right between Dipper and Norman, eliciting a surprised shriek from the two. 
“You- wha- how-?!” Norman stuttered, shocked beyond words. 


Wybie grinned in reply as the wire reels back into the contraption, with the spear tip 
eventually reattaching itself to the contraption. 


Dipper narrowed his eyes at the gadget covering Wybie’s left arm. “Is that a-?” 


“Arm spear!” Wybie finished, giving a proud gaze to the gadget he spent three sleepless days 
finishing. He turned his gaze forward, eyes narrowed on the psychic ahead, smugly waving 
the red flag around thinking that his victory is certain. He didn’t even notice Wybie’s rather 
grand return to the race. 


With a hard twist at the throttle, Wybie surged ahead of Dipper and Norman. The two simply 
shared an amused smile, content to let Wybie win the race after seeing the insane stunt he just 
pulled. Wybie inched closer and closer to Raz, but overtaking the psychic is not what he had 
in mind. He pointed his arm spear at the psychic and, with the pull of a trigger concealed 
inside the contraption, fired off the spear tip. 


Wires wrapped around the legs of the oblivious Psychonaut, finally stopping his pre-victory 
celebration. Before Raz can react, Wybie gave the wires a hard pull. The pull made him lose 
his grip on the flag, and threw him backwards. Wybie flashed Raz a sly grin as the psychic 
passed him, catching the red flag with his right hand. Raz flew past Dipper and Norman 
before he used his powers to land safely. Even then, he can only stare dumbfounded by the 
sudden turn of events. He then let out a sigh, accepting his defeat. Nevertheless, he reformed 
his psi-ball and sped off to catch up to his friends. 


With the flag in hand, the finish line coming in sight ahead, and his arm spear ready should 
anyone try to overtake him, victory is guaranteed for Wybie. He looked back, finding 
Norman, Dipper, and Raz behind him. The three smiled at him, as if giving him their blessing 
to win the race. Wybie smiled back, silently thanking them, before twisting the throttle for 
one last push to the finish line. 


However, as the four got closer to the ‘Welcome To Gravity Falls’ sign, Wybie, along with 
the other three, noticed something odd on the sign. Wybie crossed the finish line first, as 
expected, with Norman the second, Dipper the third, and Raz coming in fourth. However, 
there were no cheers, no celebration, no victory dances. The four braked to a full stop, 
abandoned their vehicles, and gathered in front of the sign. 


They stared at it, the race and its outcome completely forgotten by them. 
“Ts that...?” Dipper said, tilting his head to the side. 


Across the sign, there are burnt marks crudely made to the shape of an upside-down smiley 
face. The burnt marks looks fresh, with tiny embers still lit and sizzling sound emanating 
from it. 


“Who made this?” Raz wondered, looking around to find someone that could’ve made the 
face. 


The four stared at the face in silence for the next few minutes, before Wybie broke the silence 
by asking, “Guys, am I the only one getting-“ 


“No, you’re not.” Norman answered, already knowing what the boy is going to ask. 


He felt it. They all felt it. Staring at the burnt smiley face, they somehow felt that feeling. A 
feeling that sent chills down their spine. 


An ominous and menacing aura, one that made their hair stand on end. 


Chapter End Notes 


Hoo boy, that ending was pretty damn ominous, wasn't it??? I hope it didn't ruin the 
wacky racing shenanigans the Kids did though, cuz that's the whole point for this 
chapter! Since last chapter was pretty intense, I thought all this fun stuff would be a 
good way to balance it out. It doesn't mean you should ignore the ending though; it IS 
pretty important. 


Hope you guys like this chapter! 


Kudos and comments are much appreaciated!!! 


Codename: Penumbra 


Chapter Summary 


Another run-of-the-mill hunt in the woods took an unexpected turn when the Mystery 
Kids encountered a strange ally. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I only own the story and my OCs 


It was a peaceful night in the forest surrounding Gravity Falls. The critters of the woods all 
slept soundly in the safety of their respective nests. The air was unusually cool for a summer 
night, giving a calming embrace to all that call the forest their home. There was almost little 
to no sound, not even branches creaking in the wind. The moon and stars shone above, 
showering the forest with their gentle glow, completing the picture-perfect panorama. 


Too bad the picturesque scenery won’t last long. 


“Ts it still after us?!” Dipper shouted from the driver’s seat of the Mystery Cart, trying to yell 
over the combined engine roars of all three Mystery Rides. 


Mabel, who is sitting next to her brother and holding a map of the forest, looked over her 
shoulder to check. Just as expected, the giant head-island is still floating behind them, 
chasing them at a surprising speed for something its size. 


“Yep!” Mabel shouted back in reply, eyes round in panic. 


“You just had to throw a rock at it, don’t you Jonesy?” Wybie glared at his passenger, while 
trying to keep his bike stay on the left side of the Mystery Cart. 


“Hey, that thing jumped out of the lake and attacked us first!” the blue-haired passenger 
glared back. “Besides, it’s not like I knew it would piss it off. I mean, that thing is made out 
of rocks!” 


“Thing is, Caroline,” Lili spat, sitting on the backseat of the Mystery Cart. She stared daggers 
at the blue-haired girl, and Coraline replied with her own dagger stare, “that thing was about 
ready to leave us alone when we got out of the lake.” 


“But then you threw that rock and got us in this mess!” Raz added, sitting next to his 
girlfriend. 


“Wait, this was Coraline’s fault?” Neil spoke up, sitting on the backseat of the Cart with Lili 
and Raz. “That’s a nice change, I guess. Usually Raz is the one that messes up.” 


The psychic turned to face Neil, a dangerous look on his face. “You want me to mess you up, 
muffin top?” 


“Guys, come on,” Norman intervened, driving his motorbike-bicycle hybrid along the right 
side of the Cart, with Aggie on the passenger seat, “less arguing, more surviving please.” 


“Fine.” Coraline frowned, but a firm look quickly replaced it. “Raz, Lili, Aggie, slow that 
thing down! Norman, Wybie, don’t stray too far away from Dipper. Follow his lead.” 


The persons mentioned nodded in reply. Raz and Lili positioned themselves on the roof of the 
Mystery Cart and began raining down psi-blasts, fire balls, and just about every other psychic 
technique they have at their disposal. Aggie was no slouch either. Removing a leather glove 
from one hand, she unleashed a barrage of spectral lightning on the giant head creature. 


However, it seems the onslaught of both psychic projectiles and spectral bolts did almost 
nothing to the creature. It’s even just barely slowed down by the assault. 


“Nerdlihc emoselddem, uoy hsurc Ilahs I!” The creature bellowed, striking terror to the Kids 
even though they didn’t understand what it said. 


The giant head opened its maw wide, and out came three large boulders flying straight 
towards the Mystery Kids. Fortunately, all three of them missed, but it was more than enough 
to make jaws drop and eyes widen. 


“It spits boulders?!” Dipper shrieked, his voice breaking as he said the last word. 


Coraline looked back at the creature, clearly terrified. “Uh, yeah, dude, I’m really sorry for 
throwing that rock at you. That was just plain rude. So, are we cool now?” she sheepishly 
asked. The creature’s response was, of course, to send more boulders at them. 


“Oh, now you’re sorry.” Wybie said, casting an annoyed glance at his passenger. 
“Well, it was worth a shot!” exclaimed Coraline. 


Wybie was about to speak, when a boulder landed just beside him. His focus is then swiftly 
returned to the road. Speaking of focus, Raz, Lili, and Aggie’s are now turned towards 
destroying the boulders before it can reach them. A task easier said than done. Overtime, the 
boulders gradually became smaller, however, their numbers are now almost doubled, 
meaning more work for the three. 


Suddenly, the creature spat out a large boulder speeding straight towards the Mystery Cart. 
Being so large and moving at such a high speed, it’s impossible for the Cart to dodge it. 
Faced with no other option, Raz stepped in front of Lili and quickly summoned his signature 
energy fists. He reared back and swung one fist, swiftly reducing the boulder to dust. He 
reared back again, and sent another fist flying towards the giant head. However, after just a 


slight resistance, the creature plowed through his energy fist, reducing it to wisps of psychic 
energy. 


Raz froze in shock. No creature they encountered has managed to withstand a direct hit from 
his energy hands, yet a giant head somehow easily destroyed it simply by ramming into it. 


“Okay, we’re screwed.” Lili muttered, just as shocked as her boyfriend. She stomped the roof 
of the Cart, screaming, “Dipper, get us out of here!” 


“Where to, Mabel?” Dipper asked, frantic. 
“Uh...” Mabel hurriedly scanned the map in her hands, “Turn right!” 


Dipper followed his twin’s command, and in turn, Norman and Wybie followed his lead. 
However, as they made the turn, a boulder landed right between the Cart and Wybie’s bike, 
cutting the boy off and separating both him and Coraline from the rest of the group. To make 
matters worse, the giant head creature is now chasing after them specifically. As it rose a few 
meters into the air, the two quickly realized it intends to crush them flat. 


“Jonesy, arm spear!” Wybie shouted, giving his left arm to the girl. 


Coraline immediately reacted, opening the container behind her, taking out the contraption 
within and putting it over Wybie’s left arm. The sound of gears whirring came from the 
device as it fitted itself on his arm. Once the whirring ceased, Wybie pointed it at a nearby 
tree and fired off the spear tip. It struck its mark, leaving a wire connecting the tip to Wybie’s 
arm. The wire tensed, pulling the bike into a hard right, its two riders barely missing being 
flattened by the island head. Wybie then twisted the throttle as far as it can go, sending them 
speeding away from the head creature. 


Coraline shot a glance behind her, finding that the head has found itself stuck in the ground 
because of the impact, struggling to get out. She smiled in relief as they sped further away, 
the head becoming a small figure in the distance. Suddenly, Wybie braked to a full stop, 
causing the girl behind him to jerk forward and slam her face to the back of his head. 


“Hey, watch it, Wyborne!” Coraline gave Wybie’s shoulder a rough shove, while rubbing her 
sore nose. 


The pre-teen didn’t respond. He simply stared wide-eyed, his eyes focused on something in 
front of him. Coraline followed his gaze, gasping out in shock. A cliff wall, reaching up to 
over twenty meters in height, stood before them. It stretched far to the left and to the right, 
making going around it impossible. Their only option would be to go back the way they 
came. Wybie hastily turned his bike around, but it was already too late. 


The island-head creature is already behind them, slowly floating its way towards the two pre- 
teens, a threatening aura emanating from it. 


“Well, I never thought ‘getting eaten by a giant head’ would be how I die. Funny how life 
works, huh?” Wybie smiled dryly. Suddenly, he felt his bike getting lighter as Coraline 
stepped in front of him. 


“Wha- What’re you doing, Jonesy?!” he asked, taken aback. 


“If we are going end up as dinner for that thing, I wanna make sure this is the toughest meal 
it’1l ever have!” Coraline replied, taking out her police cap tucked inside her satchel and 
putting it firmly on her head. Next, she unclipped her mace from a strap on her satchel and 
held the weapon tight with both hands. 


Wybie felt an urge to shake his head at the girl’s attitude, but then again, that attitude is the 
same reason why he would willingly follow her to the ends of the earth, or at least, to these 
crazy monster hunts. He raised his arm spear, its spear tip aimed at the creature. 


The island-head paused, as if it is stunned that these children, these insects, are actually 
fighting back. Nevertheless, the creature launched itself forward, its monstrous maw opened 
wide, emitting a deafening roar. Coraline’s grip on her mace tightened as she sent the creature 
a defiant glare, though not without a tint of worry on her features. Wybie kept his aim steady 
on the creature, grimacing in fear of what’s about to come. 


But the moment never came. 


Something, or someone, crashed into the island-head from above, knocking the creature 
backwards. Coraline and Wybie’s eyes widened, their gaze shifting upwards trying to find the 
object that saved them. They spotted an object in the sky, their gazes following it as it landed 
in front of them, creating a dust cloud. Once the dust cleared out, their jaws dropped at the 
sight of their savior. 


The object is actually a person on a motorcycle. More specifically, a teenager, looking no 
older than twenty, riding a hi-tech, futuristic-looking motorcycle that neither of them has ever 
seen before. It looks like a slightly bulkier version of a sports bike, sporting a metallic azure 
paint job with silver highlights. As for the teenager, he wore a plain shirt colored dark blue, 
topped off with a bulky-looking deep purple vest. On his hands, he wore fingerless black 
leather gloves. Below, he wore auburn-colored cargo pants and mountain shoes sporting the 
color black and dull brown. Resting upon his head is a grey baseball cap with black tribal 
patterns adorning it and an army green and black bandanna is wrapped around his head, 
covering most of his face, leaving only his pale blue eyes exposed. 


However, the teenager’s most striking feature is the sword strapped to his back and the gun 
strapped to his left hip. 


The teenager observed the two dumbfounded pre-teens before him, his pale blue eyes looking 
at them up and down. The two exchanged confused glances, hoping that their savior doesn’t 
turn out to be hostile. The teenager abruptly turned away from them, dismounting his 
motorcycle and stepping towards the recovering island-head. 


Coraline and Wybie are at loss for words. Is the teenager actually going to fight the enormous 
creature alone? 


The creature, now recovered, floated forward to greet the teen. It roared, spitting out three 
boulders from its mouth. The teenager swiftly reacted; with his left hand he pulled out his 
gun, a ridiculously large metallic sapphire revolver, and pointed it towards the boulders. He 


fired three consecutive shots, destroying one, then another one, then the last one is destroyed 
just inches from the end of his gun’s barrel. 


The revolver still in his left hand, he placed his right hand on the black leather-clad grip of 
the sword sheathed on his back, his fingers lightly brushing against its silver crescent moon- 
shaped hilt, shooting the creature a challenging glare. The island-head responded, raising its 
altitude by several feet. Coraline and Wybie saw this before; it intends to crush the teen with 
its underside. Instead of dodging, the teenager dashed towards the creature. As the island- 
head threw itself forward, the teen slid under it, pulling out his sword from its sheath, 
revealing its pure white blade, and used it to slash the creature’s underside, narrowly missing 
being crushed under it. 


He quickly rose back to his feet, not even breaking a sweat. With the island-head still stuck in 
the ground, he fired off almost a dozen shots to the creature’s back. It eventually uprooted 
itself however, and is quick to turn to face the teen. The teenager dashed away from it, with 
the island-head in hot pursuit. He ran up a tree, and used the tree to launch himself towards 
the island-head. The creature shot a boulder at him, but he simply sliced the boulder in half in 
midair with his sword, before using it to impale the island-head’s right eye. 


It screeched out in pain, flailing around wildly in an attempt to throw the teenager off. 
However, try as it might, the teenager kept his grip around the sword’s handle tight. He aimed 
his revolver at the creature’s left eye, letting out three consecutive shots at point blank range, 
eliciting fresh screeches of pain from the island-head. He continued to shower its left eye 
with bullets, even after he rendered its left eye blind. 


With a desperate upward flail, the island-head sent the teenager flying upwards. It opened its 
maw wide, intending to crush the teen with his jaws when he came down. However, the teen 
has other plans. Still in midair, he sheathed his sword back on his back and reached inside his 
bulky vest, pulling out a round container made out of glass holding some sort of black 
powder inside. He threw it at the monster, then held his gun at the ready, his aim focused on 
the container. Once the glass container was just about to enter the island-head’s maw, the teen 
pulled the trigger. The container exploded in a burst of white flames, completely blowing off 
the island-head’s lower jaw. 


The island-head, battered and dazed, floated closer to the ground, looking ready to throw in 
the towel. But, the teen is not finished yet. With one fluid motion, he unsheathed his sword 
and slashed across the creature’s right eye as he came down, rendering the creature 
completely blind. He landed with both feet firmly on the ground, not looking even slightly 
worse for wear. The creature let out a garbled, angered roar, wildly flailing around while 
shooting out rocks from its deformed mouth. A stray rock struck the teen square in the chest, 
surprising both Coraline and Wybie. They were about to rush to his aid, however, the teen 
simply staggered backwards, back to holding his blade and revolver in a battle stance in a 
matter of moments. 


Coraline and Wybie could only stare in awe as the teen deftly dodged the island-head’s 
berserk barrage of boulders, before swiftly counterattacking with a shot from his gun or a 
slash from his sword, sometimes even both. 


“Coraline! Wybie! There you- whoa...” the other Kids emerged from the bushes, complete 
with their respective vehicles, and are immediately transfixed by ongoing battle before them. 


“Who is that?” Mabel wondered aloud. 


“Wait; Raz, look,” Lili spoke, pointing at the teenager’s sword, “that silver, crescent moon- 
shaped hilt...” 


Realization dawned upon the psychic, his eyes going wide, “No way...” 
“You know him? Is he a Psychonaut?” Norman asked. 


“Yes and no.” Lili answered, drawing confused looks from the others, “He’s more-or-less part 
of the organization, but he’s not psychic and he’s not an actual agent. He’s more like... an 
informant.” she explained further. 


“That has got to be the most badass informant I’ve ever seen.” Neil said, still completely 
transfixed by the battle. 


“Well, being a supernatural bounty hunter, supposedly one of the best ones in the world, 
might help with that.” Raz explained. “I heard no one knows his real name. Even us 
Psychonauts only refer to him by his codename, Penumbra.” 


“How’d the Psychonauts meet a guy like him?” Dipper asked. 


“We had a... rocky introduction a few years back. After a while, it’s pretty clear that we don’t 
want to mess with him, and he doesn’t want to mess with us. So, we made a deal;” Lili 
explained, “we let him hunt freely without any distractions from us, and in return, if he runs 
into anything psychic-related, he tells us and then walk away from it. That’s why he’s 
considered an informant, more or less.” 


The Kids then went silent, watching in awe as the battle neared its end. The island-head, once 
a fearsome earth-trembling beast, is now reduced to a nearly unrecognizable floating pile of 
rubble. Meanwhile, the teenager is mostly unscathed; the only noticeable wound he has is a 
small cut on his arm from a stray rock fragment. 


“...ycrem evah ...esaelp.” the creature moaned in its foreign tongue, clearly too weak to go 
on. Even if they didn’t understood what it said, the Kids can’t help but feel pity towards the 
creature. However, the teenager remained indifferent, raising his gun with a finger on the 
trigger. A final, ringing gunshot echoed through the woods, and the creature, groaning 
weakly, fell to the ground, reduced to a literal pile of dust and rubble. 


The Mystery Kids are left speechless, both in awe and in fear, of what the teenager is capable 
of. Though most of them was not a witness of how the fight began, how the fight ended, or 
more specifically, how the teen ended the fight, left quite an impression. 


The teen put away his massive revolver back to his left hip, its barrel still smoking after the 
barrage of bullets he unleashed on the creature. He raised his sword to his face, inspecting its 
once pure white blade, now covered in muck and dirt after hacking the creature to pieces. 


With one swipe of his hands for each side of the blade, he returned the blade to its unstained 
state, and then he sheathed it. He reached for his grey baseball cap and took it off, revealing 
locks of silver hair spiking upwards. He threw the cap away, it snagging on the handle bar of 
his futuristic -looking motorcycle. He reached for the knot of his bandanna, loosening it and 
letting it hang loosely around his neck, leaving his face uncovered. 


He turned to face the Kids, taking steps towards where they stood, a blank expression on his 
uncovered face. The Kids froze in place, unsure whether to thank and congratulate the teen or 
run away from him. The teen walked closer, thankfully without any sign of hostility; his 
hands never went anywhere near his sword or his gun, and taking off his bandanna might 
actually be a friendly gesture. However, Coraline tightened her grip on her mace, just in case. 
The teenager stopped just a feet or two away from them, his pale blue eyes scanning them up 
and down. 


“Who found who?” the teen spoke for the first time, and his question could not have been 
vaguer. 


Fortunately, Dipper quickly understood. ““W-We found it.” He answered nervously. 


“Really?” The teen raised a brow, looking somewhat... impressed. “Well, I’d say that you 
kids are way too young to do this, but that’d just make me a hypocrite. So, let me just say, it’s 
always nice to meet some fellow hunters.” the teen continued, offering the Kids an 
unexpected smile. 


The Kids relaxed a little, though alarm is still present on their features. The teen proceeds to 
say, “Hey, it’s okay, I won’t bite.” 


“Sure... but you still slash and shoot.” Dipper replied. 
A light chuckle escaped the teen. “That’s only to the big bad monsters. Honestly, loosen up.” 


Cautiously, and just a bit awkwardly, the tense look faded from their faces, replaced by 
sheepish smiles. All, except for a certain blue-haired girl, who kept her mace in her hand. 
Dipper took a step forward, a look of awe replacing his sheepish smile. “Dude... let me just 
say... beating that giant head thing... all those stuff you just did... that was insane.” 


The teen simply shrugged. “Eh, it’s not much when you got used to it. We’re lucky the rest of 
it didn’t show up.” 


At this, the Kids’ eyes widened. “Th-The rest?!” Wybie shrieked. “You mean there’s more?!” 


“Yep.” the teen nodded with a dry smile. “Earth golems are tricky bastards. One minute 
you're fighting a giant leg, the next frickin minute you’re going head-to-head with a 
goddamned giant dirt man.” the teen blinked, realizing that he just cussed in front of children. 
“Ah, pardon my language; I was doing some business in some sleazy bar down in Reno 
before I came here. Might’ve rubbed off on me.” 


“Tt’s all cool man, we’re no angels either.” Mabel chirped in. 


“So, what brings you here in the first place?” Dipper asked, casting a curious glance at the 
teen’s peculiar bike. 


“Got an anonymous tip saying there’s a town up in Oregon crammed with just about every 
weird monster you can think of, and then some. Now, I don’t usually listen to some random 
guy in a hoodie, especially about business, but I don’t really have anything going on and it 
doesn’t really hurt to look.” the teen explained. “I admit, I was pretty skeptical the entire way 
over here. I mean, an entire town, crammed? That’s a bounty hunter’s equivalent to a 
mountain of gold!” he finished with a light chuckle. 


“But,” he started again, glancing on the pile of rubble that was once the giant head, 
“considering I just killed something that you supposedly can only find in the Middle East, 
this might not be such a waste of time after all.” the teen ended with an amused smile. 


Norman, wearing a blank expression, bluntly stated, “You have no idea.” 
The teen’s smile disappeared. “Pardon?” 


“Dude, Gravity Falls is, like, the Bermuda Triangle times ten!” Dipper exclaimed, his mouth 
curled into a wide smile and his eyes practically shining with a passion that the other Kids are 
all-too familiar with. 


The teen raised a brow, intrigued. “Really?” 


“Yeah man, really!” Dipper said. “We’ve been dealing with all things bizarre and 
supernatural all summer!” 


“And by we, he means me and my twin brother here.” Mabel joined in, wrapping an arm 
around Dipper’s shoulders. “Those newbies over there joined in a couple of weeks ago.” she 
said, gesturing to the seven other kids with mock-disinterest. 


“Hey!” responded Raz. “Who you calling newbies, newbie?” 


As he spoke up, the teen’s attention went to Raz, and to Lili standing next to him. His eyes 
narrowed on the couple, and Raz can faintly sense the gears whirring in his head. His eyes 
went round in surprise for only a split second, before turning to the other kids and asking, 
“Are you kids aware that you have two very special people in your team?” 


The other kids noticed his observation of Raz and Lili, so they quickly understood who he 
was referring to. “Yes.” Wybie answered for the group. “He even gives us a daily reminder, 
even though we really didn’t need one.” 


The Kids, except for Raz, snickered at the joke, and even the teen wore an amused smile. The 
smile quickly fades, giving the two psychics a serious look. “You two know about my deal 
with your kind, right?” he asked. 


“Uhh, yes, sir.” Raz quickly answered. 


The teen’s eyes narrowed. “You won’t get in my way?” 


“No, sir.” 


“Good.” the teen said, a smile returning to his face. “But, since we’re fellow hunters here, I 
hope I can count on you if I ever need help, Agent...?” 


“Oh, I’m Agent Raz Aquato and that’s Agent Lili Zanotto. It’s an honor to meet you, sir.” 
Raz replied, earning a good-natured chuckle from the teen. 


“And I’m Mabel, and this is my /ittle twin brother, Dipper.” Mabel grinned, ruffling up 
Dipper’s hair, an act that Dipper visibly doesn’t appreciate. “And that’s Norman, Neil, Aggie, 
Wybie and Coraline.” she said, pointing to each of her friends. 


“And we’re the Mystery Kids!” Neil exclaimed, raising both of his hands into the air. 


The teen raised a brow in amusement. “The Mystery Kids, huh? So, which one of you is the 
leader?” 


“That would be Raz and Jonesy here; they’re the co-leaders of this little club.” Wybie 
answered, putting a hand on Coraline’s shoulder. 


The teen turned his attention to Coraline, giving her a curious look. “Jonesy?” 


The blue-haired girl brushed off Wybie’s hand and gave him a quick glare, before addressing 
the silver-haired teen with a blank expression. “It’s Coraline.” she explained, brief and quick. 


The teen leaned back, putting both hands behind his head. “Well, now I know who to talk to 
if things get ugly.” 


“What about you?” Coraline asked, her eyes narrowed on the teen. “What’s your name?” 


The Kids’ eyes widened, turning to face Coraline in shock. The relaxed expression on the 
teen’s face disappeared, his hands lowered back to his sides, his left one in particular 
hovering dangerously close to his gun. “What the heck, Coraline?!” Raz hissed, though it was 
ignored by the girl. 


“And why do you want to know?” the teen asked back, his eyes narrowed as well. 


“Well, Penumbra just sounds silly to me.” Coraline replied, the edge of her lips curled into a 
tiny smirk. 


“Really? That's your excuse?” the teen scoffed, looking almost as if he is disappointed. 
However, his expression softened. “I guess you kids can call me... Felix.” 


“Felix, huh?” Coraline repeated, still giving the teen a hostile stare. “That a fake name too?” 


Felix returned the stare with one of his own. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” he said. Everyone 
was silent for the next few moments, as Coraline and Felix shot intense stares at each other. 


“Soooo, Felix, right?” Mabel chimed in with a bubbly smile, interrupting Coraline and 
Felix’s staring contest. “Y’ know, this is getting pretty late. You should come over to our place 


y? 


and spend the night 
That caught both Felix and Coraline off guard. 

“What?” 

“What?” 

“I mean, unless you already have another place to stay the night...” 


Felix was utterly dumbfounded, and so does Coraline, but hers is more of an angry kind. 
“Uh... no, not really, but- he managed to speak out but Mabel quickly cut him off. 


“Great! Then you’re staying at our headquarters for the night!” she grinned. 
“Wha-? Mabel!” Coraline scolded, but her words fell on deaf ears. 

“Come on Felix, I insist!” Mabel pressed on. 

“You sure you’re okay with it?” Felix asked with a raised brow. 


“Course we’re fine with it! I mean, you pretty much just saved our lives! This is the least we 
can do.” Mabel replied, nodding cheerfully. 


Coraline sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Dipper, please stop your sister.” 


“T guess he did just save our lives.” Dipper thoughtfully said, with no sign that he heard what 
Coraline said. “I’m fine if it’s just for one night, I guess. And if Stan’s not okay with it, you 
can just give him some money in the morning.” 


“Dipper!” Coraline shot him a shocked glare, but it went unnoticed by the boy. 
Meanwhile, Felix gave the twins an incredulous gaze. “Seriously?” 


“Yes, we are very serious.” Mabel said, putting on a face that is more silly than serious. 
“Right, guys?” 


Coraline gritted her teeth, glaring daggers at Mabel. “Mabel, we are not-“ 


“Sure, we’re okay with it.” Norman spoke with a warm smile, cutting off Coraline. “You 
might be a bit used to it, but saving our lives is a pretty big deal, y’ know.” 


“And you can tell us some of the adventures you had! That would be awesome!” added Raz. 
Meanwhile, Coraline threw her hands into the air, letting out a silent, frustrated, “What?!” 


“Uh... if you guys are okay with it, then... yeah, I guess...” Felix finally agreed, still looking 
thoroughly confused with the sudden turn of events. “Let me just... go get my bike first.” 


As the silver-haired teen walked towards his bike, the Kids flocked around him with eager 
looks on their faces. All, except for Coraline, who stayed rooted on her spot, her hands still 


raised and her mouth hanging open in exasperation. Quickly, her mouth turns into a thin line 
and her eyes narrowed on the group. She stomped over to them, grabs Wybie’s arm, and 
roughly dragged him to the sidelines. 


“Wha- hey! Easy, Jonesy!” he exclaimed as Coraline dragged him. 


“You're seriously taking that guy to the Shack? Are you nuts?!” she said, keeping her voice 
to a whisper. 


“Sheesh, chill out, Coraline. It’s probably just for a night. What’s wrong with you?” Wybie 
calmly replied. Somehow, the lack of alarm in his tone greatly irritates the blue-haired girl. 


“What’s wrong with me?’ What’s wrong with all of you?! We’ve only known this guy for 
five minutes and you’re already taking him back to the Shack?!” 


“Well, he did save our lives, the two of us specifically, and he seems like a nice guy overall.” 


“But we don’t know anything about this guy! Besides the fact that he’s apparently a 
supernatural bounty hunter that’s so good that even the Psychonauts doesn’t wanna mess with 
him.” Coraline found she said those words with more spite than she intended. 


There was a short silence as Wybie narrowed his eyes on Coraline. “Wait a sec,” he spoke, 
seemingly coming to a realization, “you don’t trust him, do you?” 


Coraline blinked. “Gee, I wonder what gave that away.” 


“Here’s the thing with you, Coraline,” Wybie continued, his voice strangely serious, “ever 
since your little showdown with the Other Mother, it’s been almost impossible for you to trust 
anyone anymore.” 


Coraline blinked again, but this time for a completely different reason. “No, I don’t.” she said 
slowly, secretly not quite believing her own words. 


Wybie gave her a look. “Second day of school, you gave Mary Fisher a bloody nose because 
she tried to hug you.” 


“I thought she was about to strangle me! It was legitimate self-defense! I mean, that girl was 
huge.” Coraline reasoned. 


The look remained on Wybie’s face. “Your first gym period, you nearly broke Coach 
Burton’s arm when he tried to hand you a baseball bat.” 


“He was practically swinging it at me! I was surprised, okay?” 
Wybie sighed. “And here’s another thing about you; you don’t even realize you’re doing it!” 


Coraline opened her mouth to object, but she quickly closed them again, failing to find the 
correct words to say. She averted her gaze to her feet, avoiding Wybie’s uncharacteristically 
piercing pale green eyes. Remembering back, she realized; the awkward, twitchy boy before 
her might have a point. Nearly three years has passed since she first moved to the Pink Palace 


and to a new school, yet Wybie remained the only person she considered a real friend. Maybe 
she does have just a little bit of a trust issue. 


But that is not the issue here. The real issue here is the fact they are letting a complete 
stranger stay at their headquarters! 


“To this day, I’m still surprised you got along with Norman and the other so quickly.” Wybie 
said with a fond smile, no doubt remembering their first meeting. 


“But,” his smile disappeared, his tone taking a gloomier turn, “some days, well, I just feel 
like maybe you don’t really trust us. Sometimes... I feel like you don’t even trust me...” 


Coraline looked up from the ground, shocked. “Wybie, I-“ she started, but quickly stopped 
herself. The real issue takes priority. “Look, this is completely unrelated. ‘Felix’ is just a 
stranger we literally just met and we should-“ 


“Ts it?” Wybie cuts her off with a question. “Is it really unrelated?” 
“Yes. Completely.” She replied. 


“Do I need to remind you how we first met Dipper, Mabel, and everyone else?” he asked, 
knowing full well that Coraline still remembers. “They were just strangers we met in the 
woods. But you trusted them, and look where we are now; hunting monsters and being true 
companions and all that.” 


He stared at Coraline dead in the eye. “That all happened because you trusted them. Felix 
saved our lives. Everyone trusts him, even Dipper, and God knows he’s got it worse than you. 
So why won’t you trust him?” 


“It’s not... I’m just... just...“ Coraline knew the reason why. She knew the exact words to 
answer the question. But thanks to an idiotic spark of her own pride, the words never left her 
lips, until it was too late. 


Wybie shook his head, shooting her a disappointed stare, before walking off to rejoin the 
group. Coraline watched glumly as Wybie greeted the group with a smile and his usual 
awkward neck-rubbing. Silently, she cursed her stupid spark of pride. She knew the reason 
why she didn’t trust Felix, and it doesn’t have anything with her slight trust issues. In fact, it 
doesn’t have anything to do with her at all. She sighed, screaming out the reason in her head. 


I’M JUST WORRIED ABOUT YOU GUYS! 


Calming down with a huff, Coraline clipped her mace back to her satchel, trailing behind the 
group as they made their way to the Mystery Shack. 


“So, did you check out the place I told you about?” 


“T’m calling from there, actually.” 


“Really? Man, you’re fast! So, what do you think?” 


“This place is really something else. You weren’t kidding when you said this place is the 
Bermuda Triangle times ten. I’m actually considering making this my permanent hunting 
grounds.” 


“See? You should listen to mysterious hooded guys more often!” 
“Yeah, no thanks. I’m lucky this one pays off.” 
“Oh, how’s shoo- I mean, the twins? How are they?” 


“The twins? They’re... fine, I guess. Wait, how’d you know them? Wha- hello? Hello? Did 
he just hang up?” 


“Psych! I’m still here, bro!” 


“You little son of a- well, thanks anyways. My clients are going to be very happy.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Introducing another OC of mine, Felix! 


So this is the last of the chapters that I have already posted on FF. After this, I'll start 
posting some brand new chapters, so be on the look out for that! Hope you enjoyed this 
one! 


Kudos and comments are much appreciated!!! 


Codenames 


Chapter Summary 


Mabel has a little fun with codenames. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters. 


Mabel peered into the living room. Inside, she can see Dipper, Norman, Coraline, Raz, and 
Lili sitting on the couch, watching tv. Pacifica is also there, but she's more interested in the 
magazine in her hands than the tv. Mabel stroked her chin, considering. It's not perfect - 
there's one too many people in the room, for example - but she can work with this. After all, 
she has been itching to do this for a while. 


With a grin, she bolted into the room. 
"Guys, we've been compromised!" 


Everyone immediately tensed, except for Pacifica, who simply glanced up, saw the look on 
Mabel's face, sighed, then went back to reading. 


"Compromised? Mabel, what happened?" Dipper asked, concerned. 


Mabel ignored him, continuing her act. "From now on, we'll be needing codenames." She 
gestured grandly to herself. "I'll be Eagle One." 


The concern on Dipper's face was quickly replaced with a scowl. He flopped back down on 
the couch, muttering something about almost getting a heart attack. 


Grinning, Mabel pointed at Norman. "Norman is... 'been there, done that'." 
Norman blinked. "W-what...?" 


"Pacifica is... ‘currently doing that'." Mabel raised her hand for a high five which Pacifica 
wordlessly returned without even looking up from her magazine. 


"Lili is... "it happened once in a dream." 


"Excuse me?!" Lili shrieked, her face blushing a bright red. 


"Raz is... 'if I had to pick a dude'." 
Raz scratched the back of his neck. "Uh... thanks, I guess?" 


"And Dipper is... Eagle Two." Mabel grinned and pointed at Dipper, waiting for him to finish 
the joke. 


"... Not saying it, sis." 

Mabel pouted. "Aww, Dipper! Play along a little, bro!" 

"Nope." 

"Forgetting someone?" Coraline spoke up. "What about me? What do I get?" 
"You... want to know?" Lili raised an eyebrow at Coraline, still blushing slightly. 
"I'm curious." Coraline replied with a shrug. 


Mabel was deep in thought for a few moments, looking at Coraline up and down, before she 
snapped her fingers. "You are... 'I'd be lying if I said I never thought about it'." 


Coraline chuckled. "Flattered." 


"Okay, I just got what we're talking about." Norman turned to Mabel. "Mabel, how am I 'been 
there, done that"? What the hell does that mean?" 


Wybie bolted into the room. "Guys, we've been compromised!" 
"Mabel already pulled that one, Wybes." 


"Dammit, Mabel! I found that first!" 


Chapter End Notes 


So, it's been a while since I posted anything. I've been trying to write on a more regular 
basis again and I'm hoping to post at least once a month. 


Here's a funny thing I thought up a while ago based on a meme from Tumblr. The one 
after this should be a little more serious. 


P.S. the joke with Norman is that she dated a Norman once, just not this Norman. 


Critical Roll 


Chapter Summary 


With almost everyone in her adventuring party down for the count, Coralynn the 
Barbarian resorts to drastic measures to finish the quest. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 


Coralynn peered up from behind the rock that she’s currently using for cover, looking at the 
massive, ancient red dragon that her party had been battling. It is currently hovering above 
the pool of lava that it emerged from, roaring furiously. They’ve been battling for quite some 
time, and it shows; the fearsome dragon looks badly beaten, but she couldn’t tell just how 
close the dragon is to being dead. 


Coralynn turned to her companion, Raziel, who is taking cover beside her. ““We’re getting 
close. What’re our options?” she asked. 


“To be perfectly frank, not much.” Raziel replied, his gaze anxiously fixed on the dragon. 
“Our druid and gunsmith are unconscious, our warlock and sorcerer are out of spells, our 
cleric has been literally paralyzed in fear all this time, and I’m pretty sure we’re out of 
potions.” 


Coralynn frowned. “I asked for options, not bad news.” 


“Well, if you want options, why don’t you think one up?! I’m a bit busy right now!” Raziel 
barked back. At that moment, the dragon let loose a fire breath directed at the pair, only for 
the jet of fire to be blocked by a barrier. However, Raziel looks visibly strained, and the 
barrier seems to be weakening. 


Coralynn looked around, the situation being exactly as Raziel described it. Lilian and 
Nephros, the party’s sorcerer and warlock respectively, are ducking behind the cover of a 
boulder halfway across the battlefield. With them are the unconscious forms of Maybell and 
Wranbek, the party’s druid and gunsmith. Lastly, Niall, the party’s cleric, is cowering behind 
a rock all the way back across the battlefield. 


Like Raziel said, not a lot of options. 


1? 


Coralynn growled. “Ah, screw it 


Without warning, she bolted out from her cover and charged straight at the red dragon. Her 
companions could only watch, speechless, as the barbarian sprinted at full speed with both 
swords drawn. With a fearsome battle cry, she leapt at the dragon and- 


“Wait, you’re trying to do what?!” Dipper asked, surprised. 


“I jump from the cliff at the dragon and try to attack it with both of my swords.” Coraline 
repeated. “The cliff’s edge is within my movement speed. I can do it, right?” 


The others gathered around the table simply watched wide-eyed as Coraline’s insane plan 
unfolds in front of them. 


Dipper is still slightly taken aback. “Well, I mean, you can certainly try.” 
“Then I try it.” 


“Tn that case, roll an athletics check to see if you succeed the jump.” Dipper said, regaining 
his composure. 


“Coraline, what the hell are you doing?!” Lili exclaimed, her fingers pulling at her hair. 
“Killing this thing!” Coraline shot back, rolling the 20-sided die. 
“Oh god, can I just... can I cast Featherfall on her?” Lili asked desperately. 


“Coralynn is just outside of the spell’s range, unfortunately.” Dipper replied with a somewhat 
sympathetic smile. Lili leaned back with a look of frustration. 


“DM, I got a twenty six on that athletics check.” Coraline said after a quick check on her 
character sheet. 


“Twenty six?!” Wybie parroted in disbelief. 
“Yeah, I rolled a nineteen and I have a plus seven on athletics.” Coraline explained. 


Dipper simply nodded. “Alright, so... “With a fearsome battle cry, Coralynn leapt from the 
cliff, over the lava pool not even a hundred feet below, at the red dragon. The dragon roared, 
seemingly in response to Coralynn’s battle cry. The swords Coralynn wields in both hands 
almost glows from the light and heat emanating from the lava below as she swings them 
downward.’ Go ahead and make an attack roll.” 


Coraline quickly threw the twenty-sided die. The table froze as they saw the result. 
“Natural twenty.” Dipper stated with an amused smile. “That’s a critical hit.” 


“Jonesy, you can actually do this! You can kill it!” Wybie cheered. 


“Better get some good rolls on this one, you madwoman!” Raz added enthusiastically. 


With a grin, Coraline rolled the dice, but her face fell when she saw the result. “That’s... 
twenty points of slashing damage.” 


The table let out a collective groan. 
“You doubled it for the critical?” Dipper quickly asked. 
“Yeah.” 


Dipper silently nodded, the expression on his face carefully kept neutral. He leaned down, 
scribbling something down behind the screen separating his side of the table from the others. 
He looked up at Coraline, now with a smirk on his face, and said, “How do you want to do 
this?” 


The table, minus Coraline, went hysterical. 


Wybie grabbed Coraline by both of her shoulders and started shaking her. “You did it! You 
did it!” 


““W-wait wha-? W-what did I do?” Coraline looked around, flabbergasted. “How do I want to 
do what? What does he mean?” 


“It’s this thing Dipper does.” Norman explained. “When you manage to land the killing blow 
on a boss fight, he says that phrase.” 


“How do you want to do this!” Mabel added, pumping both fists into the air. 


“Right.” Dipper said, still smirking. “Since you managed to land the killing blow, you get to 
decide what that killing blow is like.” 


“Oh. Oh. Okay.” Coraline grinned. “Alright then, so...” 


At the last second, Coralynn switched both of her swords into a reverse grip. The dragon 
lunged forward for a bite, but she managed to plant both feet onto its upper jaw, dodging the 
bite. With that foothold, she launched herself forward again along its snout. Finally, with one 
last battle cry, she plunged her swords downward into both of the dragon’s eyes. 


A roar of pain and anger echoed throughout the cavern. The dragon wildly flailed its head 
around trying to shake Coralynn off. She held on to the swords with all her might, refusing to 
let go. After all, she’s not finished. Not yet. 


As the dragon swung its head upwards, she pulled her swords from the dragon’s eyes. She let 
the momentum of the swing toss her up into the air. Grinning, she switched her swords back 
to a normal grip and looked at her target directly below her: the dragon’s gaping maw. With 
both swords at the ready, she dived down and disappeared into the dragon’s maw. 


Coralynn’s companions, at least the ones who watched the entirety of her brave stunt, were 
left stunned. The barbarian just willingly dived into a dragon s mouth. They already knew 
she, the brave warrior that she is, had a penchant for doing crazy things, but this simply takes 
it to a whole new level. Hell, even the bravest and most courageous warriors would give 
simply fighting a dragon a second thought. Diving willingly inside the jaws of one? That’s 
what commonly known as suicide. Just what on earth is she planning? 


“Get on with it, Coraline.” Lili interrupted, unamused. 


“Alright, alright. Sheesh.” Coraline cleared her throat. “Suddenly...” 


The dragon let out a strangled cry of pain. It looked around blindly for anything that could 
hurt it, only to let out another cry of pain. The dragon now started flailing and flying around 
frantically, letting out cries of pain all the while. It started flying around the cavern chamber, 
panicked, desperate to stop whatever it is that’s harming it. Coralynn’s companions watched 
the dragon’s increasingly erratic behavior as it dawned on them what Coralynn’s plan is. 


Finally, with one last pathetic cry, the dragon’s movement stilled, and it’s lifeless body started 
plummeting down to the lava pool below. 


As it fell, a pair of swords burst out from its back, slicing down in an X shape. Moments 
after, Coralynn bursts through the wound, leaping over the lava pool and landing back on the 
cliff where she first leapt. Her companions emerged from their cover one by one, approaching 
the barbarian in awe. She’s covered in dragon blood and panting heavily, but a confident 
smile remained on her face. Behind her, a lava spout shot up as the dragon’s body finally fell 
in the lava pool. 


Coralynn grinned. “Mission accomplished.” 


The table erupted with cheers and applause as Coraline’s story came to an end. Coraline 
herself leaned back with a satisfied smile. 


“I think that’s a good place to end our session.” Dipper stated. 


“Wow, that was crazy.” Neil exhaled in relief. “That’s easily, like, top five best moments in 
the campaign.” 


Wybie chuckled. “You said it. Too bad my guy went down so early, though. I had some pretty 
cool stuff I wanna try out against a dragon. Who knows when we get to fight a dragon 
again?” 


“Don’t go give Dipper any ideas now.” Norman gave Dipper a knowing look. Dipper replied 
with a mischievous smile. 


Dipper turned to Coraline. “So,” he started with a smug smile, “what do you think of our 
little make-believe game now?” 


Coraline briefly considered putting up a front, but after the amount of fun that she had, she 
couldn’t bring herself to do it. 


She chuckled in defeat, and asked, ““When’s the next one?” 
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A Mature Girl 


Raz never understood why Lili always insisted on being so ‘mature’ all the time. Sure, being 
mature could be pretty useful since most of the team (including himself) can be literal five- 
year olds at times, but all the time? To him that sounds like a surefire way to an early grave. 
He voiced this particular concern of his once, but she simply brushed it off. 


As a side effect of her insistence to be ‘mature’, he observed that she has forced herself to 
dislike things that are generally seen as ‘childish’ and ‘immature’. One such thing is cartoons. 
So, when Mabel tried getting Lili to watch a cartoon show that she is currently super into, it 
ended as well you’d expect; with a pouting Mabel and an irritated Lili. The event was quite 
memorable, but after a few days passed, it has completely slipped from his mind. 


Until tonight. 


He woke up in the middle of the night with a dry throat. He’s not quite sure the exact time 
when he woke up, but it’s definitely quite late. Eager to resume his sleep, he exited his room 
and made his way to the kitchen for a glass of water. However, halfway to his destination, he 
passed by Lili’s room, finding the door to be slightly ajar. Out of curiosity, he took a peek 
inside and all traces of sleep immediately left him. 


Lili sat in front of her desk, all curled up in her blanket, staring intently at her open laptop 
screen, which, if he’s seeing correctly, is playing the same cartoon show that Mabel showed 
her a few days ago. 


Raz could not believe his own two eyes. He rubbed them, expecting that he is simply seeing 
things thanks to his half-awake state, but what he saw remained the same. It’s still his 
girlfriend, invested in a children’s cartoon show and- did she just giggle?! 


She did! It was incredibly brief, and she even tried to hide it with a hand, but she did! Lili 
freaking Zanotto just giggled watching a children’s cartoon show! 


Right then and there, Raz had an almost-uncontrollable urge to let out an inhuman squeal at 
the sight before him. He managed to contain himself long enough to quickly cover his mouth 
with a hand. He couldn’t help it; it was just such an adorable sight. Lili looks like she’s really 
enjoying herself, too. It’s really rare for her to be that way. The only other time he saw her be 
like that was when she was with her dad or her plants, and with everything that’s been going 
on, she didn’t really have much time to be with either. It’s just... really nice to see her like 
that. 


And that’s why Raz absolutely do not want to ruin this for her. Cautiously, with a hand still 
covering his mouth, he began backing away from the door as silently as possible. One step, 
two steps, three ste- 


Creak! 

Raz froze. Lili tensed. 

Damn Shack and its creaky floorboards! 

Lili whirled around, eyes wide. Raz can only stand there and chuckle nervously. 
“I’m not bothering you, am I?” he sheepishly asked. 


Even in the dark, Raz can Lili’s face gaining a very dark shade of red. He braced himself for 
the worst. 


Lili flicked her hand, and the door to her room slams shut. 

Raz blinked. He was... honestly expecting something much, much worse than that. 
Raz approached the closed door and, very gently, knocked on it. “Hey, Lil.” 

No response. 


Raz briefly considered contacting her telepathically, but it didn’t take him long to realize how 
bad of an idea that is. 


“Look, I did not mean to spy on you like that. It was a complete accident. I’m sorry, okay? 
Can you open the door so we can talk this out?” 


There was a long silence after that, but eventually, the door gently swung open. Raz peered 
inside, spotting Lili sitting on the floor near the head of her bed. She has her knees against 
her chest and is glaring quite intensely at the floor. Raz made her way to Lili, sitting down 
next to her. Lili immediately shifted her glare to Raz. It wasn’t the first time Lili gave him 
that look, but it never fails to make him nervous each time. 


“Explain before I give you a black eye.” Lili said curtly. 


Raz doubted she would actually give him a black eye, but he knew better than to try. “I woke 
up because I was thirsty, so I got up to get a drink downstairs. On the way, I noticed your 
door was open and I saw, um, that.” 


Raz didn’t miss how Lili fidgeted when he said that. He decided not to bring it up just yet. 
“So, yeah, that’s my story. It’s still up to you if I get a black eye or not.” Raz finished. 
Lili contemplated on the tale, before finally sighing. “No, you’re not getting a black eye.” 


Raz felt like he should be relieved, but with how strange Lili is acting, he couldn’t bring 
himself to feel that yet. 


“H-How long...?” Lili suddenly asked. “How long were you watching me?” 


“Not a lot, I think? I mean, I saw you giggle, but that’s about it.” Raz replied. Lili moaned 
and buried her face in her palm in response. “Hey, it’s okay! You’re cute when you giggle.” 


“It’s not okay!” came Lili’s muffled reply. 
Raz frowned in confusion. “You don’t like having an adorable giggle?” 


“No, not that!” Lili said, uncovering her face. “I mean, it’s not okay that you saw... t-that!” 
she gestured towards her now-closed laptop on the desk. 


Lili leaned back, sighing. “I really shouldn’t be mad at you. This is all on me. I shouldn’t 
have been watching that in the first place.” 


Raz glanced up at the laptop, then back down at Lili.“Why not?” he asked. He already has a 
suspicion of why, but it’s better to make sure. 


“W-well, because it’s a cartoon for small kids and- I’m a Psychonaut agent, Raz! Hell, m 
Truman Zanotto’s daughter! I shouldn’t be- There’s just things I’m not supposed to-” 


So it is about that. This needs to stop. 


“Lili, Lili, calm down.” Raz gently took hold of Lili’s shoulder. “Okay, so you are all of those 
things, but so am I! Well, minus the daughter part. Plus, we’re the same age, and you don’t 
see me being so mature all the time, do you?” 


Lili curled up against herself a little more. “I’m not you, Raz. I’m not like that. I don’t think I 
can be like that.” 


“Lili...” Raz frowned sadly. He sucked in a breath, his face now determined. “Okay, the point 
I’m trying to make here is that there is nothing that you’re not supposed to do.” 


Lili blinked, considering Raz’s words. 


“Except for illegal things, and even then you can still make an argument about it.” Raz 
quickly added. 


Lili couldn’t help but smile ever so slightly. “Nothing I’m not supposed to do, huh...” 


“Exactly. If you want to watch cartoons for kids, then feel free to do it. Doesn’t mean that 
you’re immature for doing it. It just means you have a childlike side you like to indulge once 
in a while. Nothing wrong with that.” Raz ended with a smile. 


“Yeah... yeah, I guess it is.” Lili uncurled herself, nodding in agreement to Raz’s words. 


“In fact, isn’t the act of avoiding certain things so you don’t look childish is childish in itself? 
I mean, if you’re really mature, then you can just enjoy pretty much anything without caring 
too much about what that thing is labelled by-” 


“Raz.” 
“Oh. Right. Sorry.” 


Lili smiled, which is just great to see after all of that. “I... feel better now. About all of this. 
Thanks, Raz.” 


It’s only right for Raz to smile back. “No problem.” 


Lili leaned towards Raz and, with a moment of hesitation, rested her head on Raz’s shoulder. 
Raz’s smile grew wider and he leaned back, content to enjoy the moment. His eyes wandered 
around, eventually landing on the Lili’s laptop. A question began to form in his head. 


“You know, I’m actually curious,” Raz started, “just exactly what kind of cartoon would 
catch the interest of one Lili Zanotto?” 


Through the dim light, Raz can see Lili is blushing again. “I-it’s nothing that interesting, 
really.” 


“T still want to know, though.” he replied. 


“Ah, um, well...” Lili looked down nervously at her fingers. “I guess, the main character - 
she likes plants and gardening a lot, so there’s that. And one of her friends is super funny, I 
like him a lot. And the art style is just really cute and nice to look at. But the show is more 
than just cute and funny stuff! There’s this episode where the funny guy got into an accident, 
and the show treated it in a really interesting and realistic way. There’s this other one where 
the main character’s grandma died. The message in that episode was super touching and just- 
just so good! Oh, and there’s this other one where-” 


Lili caught herself as she realized what she’s doing. Her cheeks gained a red tint once more. 
Raz simply motioned her to keep going. 


“Ah, so, yeah, that’s... that’s more or less why I like it.” Lili concluded, rubbing her arms. 
Raz raised an eyebrow. “Can’t really say more. You know... spoilers and all that.” 


Raz smirked. “Is that so?” 


“Yeah.” Lili pouted and it was so adorable good god what did he do to deserve her. 


“Alright, if you say so.” Raz shrugged, amused. “I guess you’ve already said enough. I’m 
definitely interested in watching it now.” 


He saw Lili’s eyes simply light up. “Y-you do?!” 
“Of course! We could even watch it together.” he offered. “Maybe over lunch?” 


Lili blinked. “Lunch?” she stated incredulously, then chuckled. “You know, usually you have 
dates on dinner, Raz.” 


“This counts as a date?” Not that he’s adverse to a nice date with Lili, but he’s not really sure 
that eating lunch while watching cartoons would count as one. 


“Well, if we make it one, then yeah?” That’s not a bad reason. He could go with that. 


“Then a date it is. I’m looking forward to it.” Raz smiled. Lili smiled back. He feels... really 
giddy all of a sudden. 


“Oh, and Raz?” Lili quickly asked. “Please don’t tell the others about this, especially not to 
Mabel.” 


Raz grinned. “I swear I will not speak a word of this to anyone.” 
“Okay.” Lili sighed, relieved. “Thanks.” 


“Anyway, I’m still kinda thirsty so,” he gestured towards the door, “I’m gonna head down, 
grab a drink, and go back to bed.” 


“Oh, yeah, sure.” Lili said as she sort-of stumbled her way to sit on the bed. Raz stood up 
himself and, after leaning forward to give Lili a quick kiss on the cheeks, made his way to the 
door. 


That was... definitely something. Not what he expected to happen when he woke up a few 
minutes ago. Not to say it was bad. It was good. It was nice to see Lili just enjoying 
something that she likes. It was great that he managed to help her loosen up, even if it’s just a 
little. He even got a date set for lunch tomorrow. So, yeah, it was pretty good. 


“Wait a second.” Lili’s voice stopped him in his tracks, just a few steps away from the door. 
He heard soft footsteps against the wooden floor approaching him, stopping just behind him. 


“Raz, you said you ‘won’t speak a word of this to anyone’. Does that mean you think you can 
tell this to other people through, let’s say, telepathy?” 


Ah. Dammit. He genuinely thought he got away with that. 
He turned around, sheepishly scratching the back of his neck. 


“Well...” 


Raz returned to his room that night with a cold glass of water and a stinging, red handprint on 
his left cheek. Obviously he was just joking, but it was totally worth it. 
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Day of Birth 


“When is everyone’s birthdays?” Mabel asked with a huge grin. Half of the table erupted 
with annoyed groans. 


“Mabel, that 5 the reason you called for an urgent meeting?” Dipper frowned. 


Mabel crossed her arms, smiling smugly. “Yes, and before you say anything, yes, this is 
urgent.” 


“I’m outta here.” Lili huffed, rising from her seat. 


“No, no, no, wait!” Mabel exclaimed, her arms flailing about. That was enough to give Lili 
pause. 


Mabel took a deep breath, and then addressed everyone. “Guys, we’ve been together for a 
while now, but somehow we don’t know each other’s birthday yet!” She gestured proudly to 
herself. “As the head of the friendship division in the Mystery Kids-“ 


“Self-appointed head of a division that doesn’t exist.” Dipper cut in with a smirk. 


Mabel briefly shot Dipper a sour look, before continuing. “I simply cannot let that slide. That 
is the reason why I gathered you all here; so we can know each other’s birthdays!” 


“Mabel, can’t you just, I dunno, ask us one by one? Instead of doing this?” Coraline spoke 
up, her hand propping up her head against the tabletop. 


“No!” Mabel replied. “If I do that, then /’m gonna be the only one that knows all of your 
birthdays! The point of this is so that we all know each other’s birthdays.” 


Mabel pointed at her brother who is seated next to her. “Dipper, we start from you!” 


Dipper rolled his eyes, though not without a small hint of amusement on his face. “August 
31°. That’s me and Mabel’s birthday.” 


“Next up, Neil!” Mabel said, now eagerly holding a notebook and a pen at the ready. 


“My birthday is on April 26""!” Neil enthusiastically replied. It’s quite clear that he is the 
only one that shares Mabel’s level of excitement for this meeting. 


“Oooh, a Taurus. Nice.” Mabel remarked, writing the date down on her notebook. She 
gestured at Norman, who is sitting next to Neil. “Norman?” 


“Um, mine is October 13.” Norman answered. 
“Whoa, seriously?” Raz leaned forward. “What, is it on a Friday too?” 
Norman scratched the back of his neck. “Uh... yeah, actually.” 


The table immediately went silent. They all simply stared at Norman, surprised. “Yeah, I 
know, 1-it’s uh... it’s pretty freaky.” Norman nervously broke the silence. 


“And somehow your parents are surprised that you can see ghosts.” Coraline said. Norman 
can only shrug in response. 


“Huh... okay then...” Mabel wrote down the date on her notebook. “And... Wybie?” 
“January 17™.” Wybie replied. “Man, that’s... kind of a downhill after Norman’s.” 
“A classic Wybourne move.” Coraline smirked. 

Wybie narrowed his eyes at Coraline. “I-it’s not like you can do better, Jonesy.” 
“Speaking of...?” Mabel asked, having written down Wybie’s birthday. 


Coraline looked around at the expectant eyes from almost everyone at the table, before 
shrugging. “Guess it’s just a birthday. November 4.” 


“Alright. Always figured you’re a Scorpio.” Mabel said as she wrote. “Raz?” 
“February 7" for me.” Raz answered, holding a hand to his chest. 
Mabel wrote it down. “Okay. Finally...” 


Everyone turned their attention to Lili, who spent the entire meeting silent with her arms 
crossed, looking as if she wants to be anywhere but here. 


“Lili, please.” Mabel pleaded, putting on her best begging puppy eyes. 


Lili remains unfazed. “T11 have you know that both the place and time of my birth are top- 
secret, highly confidential information that only a select few in the Psychonauts are deemed 
worthy of-“ 


“It’s July 23"4” 


Lili choked. “Raz!” 
“What?” 
“It’s top secret! It really is!” Lili exclaimed, her face now red. 


“Lil, that’s a load of crap and everyone knows it. Even the guys back at camp know it. 
They’re just too scared of you to say anything about it.” 


Still almost as red as a tomato, Lili turned away, crossed her arms, and glared daggers at the 
floor. 


“And done!” Mabel held the notebook up proudly. She brought it back down, rereading its 
contents. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? Now we all know each other’s birthdays, and I’ve got a 
handy note in case anyone... wait a minute...” 


Mabel closely examined the notebook. Meanwhile, Lili’s eyes widened, and she silently tried 
to make herself smaller. 


“Lili?” 

“yeah?” 

“July 23" was just last week.” 

“Um... well...” Lili nervously scratched her cheek. 


“You had a birthday party and you didn’t tell anyone about it?!” Mabel shrieked, slamming 
her fists on the table. 


“Wha-? No!” Lili quickly denied. “I-I didn’t even... had... one...” 


Mabel’s look of outrage quickly turned into one of pure, unbridled horror. ““Y-you... you had 
a birthday and you didn t celebrate it with a birthday party?!” 


“This is unacceptable! We are fixing this right now!” 
“Wha-“ 
Before Lili can react, Mabel’s already dragging her by the hand towards the door. 


“This is a bit sudden and my party-organizing skills are a bit rusty, so this won’t be the best 
birthday party you ever had, but Mabel is gonna make sure that it will still be a darn good 


party!” 


“Wait, hold on, no, no, no, no, no!” But it was already too late. Mabel has an iron grip on her 
hand and a determination to throw Lili a birthday party. There’s nothing that can be done as 
Mabel dragged Lili out of the room. 


“Please! Raz! Anyone! Help!” Lili’s cries for help can still be heard from outside the room, 
slowly growing fainter and fainter. “Save me!” 


The remaining Mystery Kids simply watched the scene unravel with amusement. 

“You know that was gonna happen, don’t you?” Coraline turned to Raz, an eyebrow raised. 
Raz tried his best to shrug innocently. “Maybe.” 

“Td give Lili an hour before she dies of embarrassment.” remarked Dipper. 

“Not if she sets Mabel on fire first.” Raz added. 


They got a good chuckle out of that. They spent a few more moments looking at the door 
where Mabel and Lili left, still amused by what happened. 


“We should probably make sure they don’t actually kill each other.” 


A cacophony of affirmations followed as the remaining six hurried to catch up to the duo. 
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Keeping Low 

“Stay down.” Wybie firmly told her, a hand on both of her shoulders. 

Coraline’s response was to glower up at him. “Not a chance.” she snarled. 


Coraline again removed Wybie’s grip on her shoulders and tried to rise from her sitting 
position, but just like before, it wasn’t long before she clutched the right side of her chest and 
cried out in pain, falling back to her original position. Wybie always hated seeing her like 
this, all battered and bruised, but he’s been forcing himself to be accustomed to it. It’s just 
something that happens once in a while when your hobby involves supernatural creatures 
with serious anger management problems. 


What he hates even more is convincing her to stay down once it’s clear that she can’t get 
back up. 


“Jonesy, you can sit this one out. W-we got this under control, I-I think.” Wybie gave her the 
most reassuring smile he can muster given the circumstances. 


The ground suddenly shook, quickly followed by a cry of pain. Wybie turned his head to the 
direction of the sound. He can only see the trees and the silhouette of the monster through the 
thick fog. He’s not even sure whose scream it was. Maybe it’s Neil’s? It kind of sounds like 
Neil’s. 


Wybie rubbed her hands, looking down at Coraline again. The look on her face says that 
she’s still determined to get back into the fray. Whether or not she actually can doesn’t seem 
to concern her. 


Maybe some logic can dissuade her? “That thing picked you up and slammed you against a 
tree, Jonesy. That’s several broken ribs, at least.” 


“So what?! I’m not sitting out ‘til this thing is six feet under!” Of course logic didn’t work. 
Well, it was a long shot anyway, he supposed. 


Still clutching the right side of his chest in pain, Coraline tried to reach for her machete. The 
weapon lay on the ground a few feet away from her. Inch by inch, she crawled towards it, 
groaning and grunting in pain all the while. Halfway through, she paused. She was breathing 
heavily. It looks like the pain is starting overwhelm her, even if she would never admit it. The 
expression on her face gave Wybie a hint of the pain she’s in. 


He really, really hated seeing her like this. 
Wybie grabbed hold of her shoulder again. “Coraline, please.” 


Coraline looked up at him, her expression softer this time. “Y-you are in a lot of pain. I know 
you wanna, but you can’t fight right now. It’s just- you just can’t. I’m sorry.” 


Coraline averted her gaze, mumbling, “I hate that you’re right.” 


Wybie sighed in relief. At least now he can stop worrying about Coraline hurting herself even 
further. The only thing he has to worry about now is the thing currently in an out-of-control 
rampage. Objectively speaking, that is so much better. 


As gently as possible, Wybie helped Coraline move to sit against a tree. “Don’t worry too 
much about us, Coraline. I-I know it looks bad right now, but we’ve been through worse 
scraps before, right?” he said as he helped her move. 


“We sure did.” Coraline chuckled lightly as she tried to make herself as comfortable as 
possible in her new position. “You trolls go and kick that thing’s ass real good for me, 
y’ hear?” 


Wybie grinned. She’s still the same old Coraline. “Sure thing, ma’am.” 


Wybie dashed off towards his bike that he parked a few feet away. He mounted it and quickly 
started up the engine. He turned to Coraline one last time and saluted at her, which she 
replied with a salute of her own. He faced forward again, gazing into the thick fog. The 
ground shook again, this time accompanied by a shrill roar. 


Wybie gulped, and rode off into the fog. 
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Being a Friend 


Coraline’s eyes fluttered open, only to see a blur of shapes and colors, but after only a few 
moments her eyes regained its focus, finding that she is staring at a wooden ceiling. The 
wooden ceiling of the twins’ room, to be exact, judging from some of the posters that she can 
see in her peripheral hanging on the wall. The slightly ragged but still soft bed below her 
smells somewhat pleasant, so she can only assume she’s lying on Mabel’s bed. Some sort of 
commotion is happening on the other side of the room, just outside of her field of vision. 
That must have been what woke her up from her nap. She can’t help but sigh just a little bit. 
It was such a nice nap. 


Coraline tried to push herself up to see what’s going on, and she’s quickly reminded why she 
is in bed in the first place as a sudden, searing pain from her lower left abdomen shot through 
her entire body. She grunted in pain, and she can hear a pause in the commotion beside her. 
Not long after, Dipper’s face entered her field of view. 


“Good to see you up. Kind of.” he smiled. His expression then turned to one of concern. 
“Take it easy, though. You took a beating back there. You’re probably bedbound for a few 
days.” 


“You’re not the boss of me.” Coraline weakly replied. 
Dipper shrugged. “Your funeral.” 


His face then left Coraline’s field of view. Coraline laid her head back, closing her eyes as the 
commotion continued for some time beside her. Eventually, the commotion died down, 
followed by the sound of footsteps leaving the room. 


From the door, Coraline can hear the gentle and concerned voice of Mabel saying, “Rest up, 
guys. We’ll be back soon with something that’ll help you feel better.” 


“Kay.” A voice beside her said. Coraline just managed a grunt in reply. 


She heard the door close, and for a few minutes after that, there is nothing but silence. 
“Tm... glad you’re alive.” 


Coraline turned her head to the source of the voice, finding it to be Neil, sitting on the edge 
of Dipper’s bed with his right foot bandaged up. Apparently, he is her fellow injured Mystery 
Kid. 


“Well... me too.” Coraline replied simply. Usually, she would have said something better, but 
getting tossed around like a ragdoll doesn’t exactly do wonders to your wit. 


“Man, that was crazy.” Neil said, combing a hand through his curly hair. “I think that was 
one of the roughest ones we’ve ever had.” 


Coraline one-hundred percent agreed with that statement. “And there’s still plenty more 
where that came from.” she said, followed with a dry, humorless chuckle. 


“... Bring it on.” Neil boldly stated with a grin after a moment of silence. “I'll probably 
regret that by tomorrow, but I don’t care.” 


Coraline looked at him, sitting there, with a bandaged foot and a big grin adorning his face. 
She took a moment to observe him, to really, properly, look at him. A young kid, all smiles 
and grins practically all the time, who really has no business dabbling with the supernatural, 
even more so than the rest of the Kids. A kid with no strings tangling him to this secret, dark 
side of the world they live in. With all of that in her mind, a question formed. 


“Why are you here?” 
“Oh! Uh, I think I twisted my ankle.” 


“No! No, I mean-” Coraline cleared her throat, and then started again. “I mean, why are you 
here? With us? Doing... this?” 


His expression turned to a frown. “Do you... not want me around anymore?” 


“No, I don’t mean that!” God, that’s the last thing she wants him to think. “I don’t mind 
having you around! Honest!” 


“I’m just...” Coraline shrugged, trying as best she can to not move her body around too 
much, “... curious.” 


The frown on Neil’s face now shifts to a look of confusion. Coraline then promptly 
continued. “You know... the twins and Wybie, they turned out to have family chest-deep in 
all this supernatural stuff, Raz and Lili are secret psychic agents, Norman is... well, Norman, 
and I’ve been marked by the Beldam, and apparently that’s just the start. We all have a reason 
why we have to get involved in this. But you...” she weakly pointed at him with a finger, 
“Compared to us, you’re perfectly normal. So, why? Why are you here with us?” 


Neil was silent, eyes completely wide, staring at the ground. He looks absolutely 
flabbergasted. Coraline kind of felt bad just dropping that on him now. This is probably not 


what he expected from a conversation with her. She decided not to rush him and let him come 
up with an answer on his own pace. 


About a full minute passed before Neil finally looked up at her again. “I’m just... friends 
with you?” he answered, not sounding too sure of his answer himself, “Well, I’m friends with 
Norman, and he likes all this supernatural stuff, and he’s kinda been through a lot, so I just 
wanna be a friend for him and be there for him while he enjoys himself.” 


“And then I met you guys. I’m friends with all of you now, too. The more I know you guys, 
the more I realize that you all have been through a lot too. So, I want to be there for you too.” 


Neil scratched the back of his neck. “I know I don’t really contribute all that much to the 
team. I’m not as strong as you or Raz, and I’m not smart like Dipper or Wybie, but I don’t 
care. I just wanna be there for you guys and help out in any way I can.” 


“I just... want to be a friend.” he finished, his expression now adorning a bright, beaming 
smile. 


Now it’s Coraline’s turn to be speechless. She did not expect that at all from Neil. 
“Wow. That is...” Coraline found herself smiling back to him. “Thank you.” 


At this, Neil suddenly sighed in relief and started chuckling. “So. That’s... a question, 
alright.” 


“Yeah... sorry for suddenly dropping it on you like that.” Coraline replied with a grimace, 
slightly embarrassed. 


“Good thing I remembered about a song I really like. It helped out a lot.” Neil grinned with a 
finger raised. 


Coraline raised a brow. “Did it now?” 
“Yeah, so it goes like, ‘Right from the start, couldn't pull us apart... ”. 
“Oh, no, you don’t have to-” 


“...Nobody else ever gets me as well on this earth. Like rock and roll, Marshall's and 
telly's...” 


Oh. Oh no. He’s full-on singing. She can’t get away. Her body still hurts all over. Oh, 
mistakes were made. 


Coraline sighed. Live and learn, she supposed. 
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Picture Day 


Neil used to give his grandpa so much flak for his scrapbooking hobby. He used to think it 
was so lame. It was just such a ‘grandpa’ thing to do, which now that he is thinking about it, 
that’s probably why his grandpa was into it in the first place. Oh, if only his grandpa could 
look at him now, suddenly making his own scrapbook, completely on his own. Scrapbooking, 
as it turns out, is actually a lot of fun! He kind of wish he could take back all of the mean 
things he ever said about scrapbooking to his grandpa now. Maybe he’ll do that the next time 
he meets grandpa. Or, if grandpa’s still lingering around, he’ll ask Norman to pass a message 
along. Maybe also an apology because technically it was Neil’s dare that caused him to choke 
and collapse his lung. He kind of felt bad for that one too. 


Anyway, scrapbooking! A /ot of fun! Especially when the subject material is about his 
mystery-hunting, paranormal-busting, and monster-killing team. Right now, he’s in the 
photo-collecting phase of the scrapbooking process. That photo collection will be split into 
two different categories; ‘on the hunt’ photos and ‘chilling out’ photos. Getting the first 
category was a total cakewalk; the team was already taking photos whenever they can while 
on missions, usually by Dipper or by yours truly, so it was only a matter of compiling and 
printing them all. The second category takes quite a bit more effort. That is why he’s been 
going around with his phone, taking candid shots of his friends as they go about their 
everyday business. He took extra effort to make sure the shots were candid, so the result 
looks as natural as possible. So far, he’s already got a shot or two of almost everyone in the 
team. Now, it’s time to photograph the most dangerous one of them all. 


Lili. 


Carefully peeking around the corner, Neil quickly scanned the backyard of the Shack. Just as 
he predicted, Lili was there, tending to her small garden that she set up a bit near the woods. 
Neil watched as Lili poured out a delicate stream of water from a watering can onto a tiny 
sapling, smiling contently all the while. She set the watering can aside, bent down closer to 
the sapling, and started murmuring and ever so gently petting the tiny sapling. Seeing this, 
Neil’s first reaction was to practically melt at the unexpected but still adorable sight before 


him. He quickly shook himself out of it though; now is not the time to dwell on cute things. 
Any other day, sure, but today, he’s on a mission. A scrapbooking mission. 


Neil whipped out his phone, opened the camera app, and took aim. Going through the steps 
that he’s done dozens of time by now; zooming in, steadying his arm, waiting for the camera 
to focus. Guessing that he has a perfect shot, Neil pressed the button. 


Click! 


That distinctive, quiet click occurred as the picture was taken. Unexpectedly, and 
unfortunately, the quiet click was also accompanied by a bright, white flash. 


Lili’s head whipped to his direction. 
Neil froze. 
Forgot to turn the flash off, oh shi- 


Neil barely got two steps away before his feet was pulled out from under him, suddenly 
finding himself dangling upside down lifted up by his right foot. The environment rushed 
past him, before he is suddenly facing the upside down, very annoyed face of Lili Zanotto. 


“Uh...” Right, time to think of something to say fast before she does something horrible to 
him. “... how’s it hanging?” 


“T’m giving you ten seconds to explain yourself.” 


“Uh, taking pictures! For a scrapbook! That I’m making! About us!” Neil quickly blurted out. 
He thought it’s probably the best to just tell the truth, especially when you’re hanging upside 
down in the mercy of a psychic. 


Lili’s eyes narrowed. “Since when were you into scrapbooking?” 
“Yesterday!” 


“Uh huh.” Lili nodded slowly. Neil does his best to look innocent. ” And the sneaking 
around? What’s up with that?” 


“So the picture can look as natural as possible! The camera can change people, you know. I 
read about that online.” Neil stated, hands on his hips. Lili looks like he’s kind of amused by, 
which is probably a good thing. At least she’s not getting angrier. Well, she doesn’t Zook like 
she’s getting angrier. 


“Also if you have to hang me upside down by the foot, if you can just switch over to my left 
leg, that’d be great. The right one is still kind of healing.” Neil quickly added. Again, right 
now honesty is the best policy. 


Lili rolled her eyes, but nonetheless Neil felt himself being positioned the right side up and 
then gently dropped to the ground. Neil dusts himself off and shook off the slight 


disorientation he felt from being upside down. He looked at Lili, who is still staring at him 
with her arms crossed. 


“Soo...” Neil started awkwardly, “does that mean you’re not gonna kill me? I’m free to go?” 


Lili never broke eye contact with him, but he did notice that, for a split second, her eyes 
darted down to the phone in his hands. “Depends.” 


“On...?” With that stare on him, Neil couldn’t help but be nervous. 
“If you got my good side.” 


Neil has no idea how she can switch from being serious to relaxed so quickly, but she did it 
anyway. Besides, he’d much prefer her like this, all calm and relaxed. All that anger and 
death-by-fire stuff should just be saved for all the nasties they go up against. 


Neil, in turn, relaxed as well; the smile on his face switching from awkward to a more 
genuine one. “Lil, you’re all good sides.” 


“TIl be the judge of that.” she said, extending a hand out, motioning for his phone. Neil 
easily handed it to her. He himself is curious to see how the pictured turned out. He didn’t 
really get a chance to look at it before he was psychically snatched up by the foot. 


“Also,” she added, pausing from opening the phone, her expression darkening slightly, “you 
don t get to call me ‘Lil’.” 


Neil quickly, and nervously, nodded his head. Important survival tip, that. 


After giving him just a second more of that dark look, Lili turned her attention to the phone 
in her hand. Cautiously, Neil sidled up to her, looking over her shoulder to see how the 
picture ended up. The answer to that, as it turns out, is pretty good. The picture caught her as 
she is fondly gazing down on a little sapling and, aside from a slight strange white glow that 
is probably from the flash, the picture looks really good. 


“See?” 

Neil can see that Lili is mulling over her words a bit. “It’s... me.” she finally said. 
“Yep!” Neil grinned, quite proud of his work. “Not too shabby, if I do say so myself.” 
“I... guess the angle is nice.” was all she said as a reply. 


“So, yeah, I’ve just been going around taking pictures of the team.” he explained. “We 
already have plenty of pictures of us ‘on the hunt’, so I thought it’d be nice to have some 
where we’re just, y’know, chilling out.” 


Lili raised an eyebrow at this. “You already took pictures of the others?” 


Neil nodded in reply, followed with a sheepish chuckle. “You’re actually the last one. 
Because, I thought something like this might happen. Just... I thought worse things might 


happen?” 


“Smart move.” Lili said, looking away from the phone for a moment to give him a side-eye, 
“How you went about doing it wasn’t very smart, though.” 


“Well... it worked with Raz, so I thought...” Neil finished the sentence with a small shrug. 
“T’m not Raz.” Lili said, quite curtly. 


She looked down at the phone again, swiping her fingers to the left of the screen. The picture 
changed, now showing one of Mabel as she pouring out some sort of very glittery liquid from 
a pitcher into one of eight mugs, taken from the side. A determined smile adorned her face as 
she is pouring out the liquid, and one can also Waddles near Mabel’s feet at the bottom right 
of the picture. 


“That’s from this morning. First one I took.” Neil explained, unprompted. “So, if you see her 
approach with a tray full of mugs-” 


“Run like hell. Appreciate the warning.” 


He was about to say ‘try it out for me because I am going to be so busy scrapbooking I don’t 
think I have the time to properly taste it’ but, okay? 


Lili swiped left again, the picture on screen changing to one of Wybie now, in his workshop 
seemingly doing maintenance on his bike. All is normal on that front. However, Wybie’s face 
is locked in an expression of alarm, the blur around his form suggesting that he is moving, 
recoiling from the burst of black smoke coming from his bike’s engine. 


“This looks interesting.” Lili smirked, glancing at Neil with a curious look. 


“Ahaha, that...” Neil fidgeted in place for a moment, “let’s just say this was not the first time 
I forgot to turn the flash off today.” 


Lili shook her head, no doubt amused. “He’s cool with it, though. Said it happens all the 
time.” Neil quickly added. 


Lili swiped left again, the screen now showing a rather close-up picture of Coraline from this 
morning as she is in the middle of doing some push-ups. However, before Neil can give some 
info about the picture, Lili already swiped left again. The screen now shows Coraline again, 
but this time she is currently doing sit-ups. Again, Lili quickly switched to the next picture. 
This one is, again, of Coraline, now in the middle of a sprint. 


““W-why are there so many pictures of Coraline?” Lili finally asked. Neil can’t help but sense 
some... nervousness in her voice? Why is that? 


“Well, I caught her while she’s doing her morning exercises, and after I took the first picture, 
she saw me, and then she told to me to just... keep taking pictures? So, I did.” 


Lili doesn’t seem to have much of a reaction to his answer. She kept swiping left, seeing 
some more pictures of Coraline during her exercise, and there are quite a few of them. There 


is one of Coraline taking a swing at a punching bag, one of her doing some jumping jacks, 
and finally, Lili arrived at the last picture he took of Coraline if his memory serves correctly, 
one of her as she is doing some pull-ups. 


Neil expected her to quickly swipe left again - the next batch of pictures are of Raz, so she 
might be interested in that - but instead, she just... lingered on that one picture... for quite 
some time. He took a moment to observe Lili further and... there seems to be a slight reddish 
tint to her cheeks? Also, she’s... biting her lip? 


“Uh...” 


Abruptly, Lili clutched the phone close to her. Neil can just barely see her rapidly tapping the 
phone’s screen, doing... something. Just as abruptly as before, Lili suddenly shoved the 
phone back to Neil’s hand, before walking away at a brisk pace. 


“I'’mdonelookingbye.” she very quickly said as she walked away. 


Neil watched her leave with a cocked head as she walked the short distance to the Shack, 
disappearing inside. He then turned his attention to his phone and quickly opened it, curious 
to see exactly what Lili did. It looks like she... sent a picture to her own phone? The picture 
in question is the one where Coraline is doing some pull-ups, the one that she lingered on 
before. 


Why would Lili send that herself? If she’d just ask, he would have gladly sent the picture to 
her. 


Weird. 


Oh well. He finally has all the pictures he needed! Time to make this scrapbook a reality! 
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Confusion 
What the hell just came over me? 


Lili leaned back against the Shack’s door. Her eyes darted around wildly, scanning the room 
to see if anyone else is present. Upon finding no one around, she breathed out a small huff of 
relief. She slowly slid down the door until she found herself sitting on the floor. That’s one of 
her problems resolved, at least. As for her other problem... 


Lili buried her face in the palm of her hands. Her now very red face, cheeks still warm from 
earlier. Her mind still lingered on those pictures from earlier no matter how hard she tried to 
force herself to think of anything else. Especially that last picture; Coraline, in her workout 
clothes, her biceps straining as she pulled herself up with a metal rod, smirking confidently to 
the camera even with the obvious strain on her face. 


All Lili could think about is Coraline, dressed in that ensemble, swooping her off the ground, 
carrying her bridal style, the blue-haired girl slowly leaning in to... to... 


Lili slapped herself. This is the exact opposite of what she should be doing! She needed to 
distract herself. Look up stuff about plants or something. Yeah, that’s it. Plants are good. 


Lili fished around in her pocket for her phone, pulled it out, and immediately paused. A 
notification is flashing. There is a message, sent from Neil’s phone. She knew exactly what 
that message contains. 


She shouldn’t open that message. Opening that message would be a bad idea. Opening that 
message is the complete opposite of what she should do right now. She should just delete it. 
No need to open it at all. Just delete it immediately. 


With that firmly in mind, Lili took a deep breath, unlocked her phone, and opened the 
message. 


And just like that, open in front of her, that image again. Coraline, doing pull-ups, in her 
workout gear. There is nothing really special or notable about it, and yet... that picture is 
making her think things, fee/ things, that she doesn’t fully understand. Things that are making 
her... confused. 


What the hell is happening to me? 
“MABEL JUICE!” 


Lili fell over backwards, letting out a noise that is more likely to come from some sort of 
avian-type cryptid than from her. Her phone went flying out of her hands, though thankfully 
she has enough sense about her to quickly catch it with levitation before it can hit the ground. 
She looked up to see Mabel standing in front of her carrying a tray filled with four colorful 
mugs. She is looking down at Lili, grinning and a little bit surprised. 


“Whoops! Sorry about that. Feeling a little jumpy today, Lili?” Mabel asked. 


Tell her about it. She must really be out of it if Mabel, of all people, managed to sneak up on 
her. 


“Just... thinking about stuff.” Lili replied, trying to compose herself again. Her phone floated 
back to her hands. 


“Well, whatever it is that you’re thinking about, you can think about it ten times harder with 
just one mug of Mabel Juice!” Mabel confidently announced, practically shoving the tray in 
Lili’s face. 


Lili leered down doubtfully at the mugs presented in front of her. Inside, she can see some 
sort bright, multi-colored liquid and floating inside them she can see some strange... objects? 
Whatever they are, it’s likely that they are probably inedible. 


“No thanks.” Lili bluntly answered. On top of it looking like a health hazard, Mabel’s sales 
pitch didn’t really appeal to Lili’s current situation. 


“Are you sure?” Mabel leaned closer, shaking the tray a little, causing the contents inside to 
slosh around. “Everyone’s who tried has nothing but praises for it!” 


Lili raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 


“Well, I guess they had some... constructive criticisms, but, I mean, nothing’s perfect in this 
world, right?” 


Lili rolled her eyes, getting up to her feet. She brushed Mabel aside, walking further into the 
Shack. 


“Wait, Lili, come on!” 
Lili ignored Mabel’s protests. She’s really not in the mood to humor whatever weird antics 


Mabel cooked up this time. She already has her plate full trying to figure out her... growing 
attraction towards- 


Lili paused. 


Actually, as unlikely at it might be, Mabel would be the best person she could talk to about 
this. 


“Fine. Pll drink your juice.” 

She can already hear Mabel gasping in delight. 

“On one condition.” she quickly added. 

“What is it?” Mabel asked. 

Lili turned around, keeping her face neutral. “I have a question that I want you to answer.” 
Mabel shrugged. “Easy enough. Go for it.” 


Try as she might, Lili found herself faltering, opening her mouth only for no words to come 
out. She rubbed her arms, fidgeting in place. Only upon noticing that Mabel had her head 
cocked curiously does she braved herself to move forward with the question. 


“So... you and that Pacifica- you two are... a thing, now, right?” 


“A hundred percent.” Mabel’s lips curled into a smug smile. “Best couple in all of Gravity 
Falls, if you ask me.” 


“R-right.” Lili paused to cough, definitely because her throat is getting itchy. “S-so... h-how 
exactly did that... happen?” 


The smug smile on Mabel’s lips slowly disappeared. From what Lili can tell, she looks... 
surprised. That’s understandable, she supposed. This isn’t exactly the sort of stuff that Lili 
usually asks. 


“Hmm, well, it was a while ago.” Mabel began. “We had a night out camping in the woods. 
Dipper wanted to do some investigative something or other, but / just wanted to hang out 
with my very dear friends. So, that’s me, Dipper, Soos, Wendy, Candy, Grenda, and by some 
miracle, we managed to rope Pacifica in too. And no, we didn’t literally tie her up and drag 
her with us. That would be a bad kind of weird, and also illegal.” 


Knowing Mabel, Lili wouldn’t be surprised if that was literal, so she was glad for the 
clarification. 


Mabel continued. “So, we all hung out, we had a great time, it was awesome. Dipper and 
Soos went off to investigate stuff, and it was getting pretty late, so we were getting ready to 
hit the hay for the night. And Pacifica, she... wanted to take a walk with me. I said yes. So, 
we did. We walked. We talked, a lot. And then, we... happened.” 


“That’s pretty much it. That’s how we happened.” Mabel finished with a slight chuckle. 


Lili simply nodded along. That was... that didn’t really help with her current situation. She 
was hoping for something... more? A different question, then. 


“Okay. Um. Follow up question.” Lili said, thankfully a lot less outwardly nervous this time. 
“How did you, uh, figure out that you... you know, like... girls?” 


Mabel raised an eyebrow curiously at Lili. She put a hand on her hips, the tray now expertly 
balanced on one hand. “Ooookay.” she slowly said. 


“Well... that, er, that was back home in Piedmont. It was just Dipper and I, chilling in our 
room. Dipper was reading something, I was just staring at some boy band posters on my wall. 
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As I stared at those handsome, great boys, I thought to myself, ‘Man, boys are hot.’. 


“Then, I started looking up girl band pictures on my phone. And as I stared at those many 
beautiful, lovely girls, I can’t help but start thinking, ‘Wow, girls are hot too.’ I kinda 
wrestled with that by myself for a bit, but eventually I turned to Dipper, and I asked, ‘Hey 
Dipper, why is everyone so hot?’ You know what his answer was?” 


“What?” 
“Global warming.” 
Lili blinked. What? 


“Obviously, he was being smart and wasn’t actually paying attention to me, so I threw a 
pillow at him.” 


Mabel chuckled. Her expression then shifted to a much more serious one, catching Lili off- 
guard slightly. She never saw Mabel with that expression before. 


“After that, with Dipper not distracted anymore, I asked that question again, a bit clearer on 
what I meant this time. We talked, like, really talked. I asked some more stuff and he 
answered the best he can, but eventually we went online. We asked around and looked up 
some stuff about how I feel, and all that helped me realize that I like girls too.” 


Lili silently listened to every word that Mabel said, nodding when her explanation ended. 
This is already so much more helpful than before. She is feeling better now. Not by a lot, but 
it’s something. 


Lili jumped slightly when she suddenly felt a hand on her shoulder. The hand is Mabel’s, who 
is standing much closer than she was before, offering her a gentle smile. A very... 
understanding smile. 


“So, search around about it online, and talk to someone close to you about it. Someone you 
can trust. That’s what I did.” 


Lili nodded slowly. “O-okay.” 


Mabel then silently positioned the tray filled with mugs in Lili’s line of sight. She stared at it 
dumbly for a few moments before she remembered. 


“Ah. Right.” 


Lili gingerly picked up one of the mugs - one that is decorated with drawings of plant vines 
and flowers, and that one is probably designated for her anyway - and, even more gingerly, 
lifted the mug to her lips, and took a sip of its contents. 


Lili’s face scrunched up in an instant. She immediately pulled the mug away from her lips. 
“So? How was it?” Mabel asked, that signature excited grin back on her face again. 


The drink was... the texture had some strange thickness to it, and it is insanely sweet. She 
felt like her teeth might start to rot just from that one sip. 


“Tastes like concentrated liquid diabetes.” 


“Yeah, I guess I did go a little bit crazy with the sugar, and the honey, and the maple syrup, 
and the chocolate sprinkles, and the-“ 


“You know what,” Lili interrupted, already moving towards the kitchen for a glass of water, 
or anything really, to get rid of the taste, “I still have a lot of things to think about, so I’m 
going to get back to that. Alone.” 


Lili paused, glancing back at Mabel. “Um. Thanks for answering my question. And also for 
the drink, I guess.” 


“No problem. And Lili?” that gentle, understanding smile returned to Mabel’s lips. “If you 
have some more questions, I just want you to know, you can trust me, okay?” 


Lili doesn’t need to be a psychic to know what that meant. 


“Thank you.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The saga of Lili’s awakening continues! 


I gotta say, I’ve been having a blast writing these mini story arcs. It’s a really great 
middle ground between long, overarching storylines and short little oneshots. P1 
probably do more stuff like this in the future. Speaking of mini arcs, this particular one 
has one more chapter in it at least. But that’s not gonna be the next chapter. 


If things go my way, the next chapter is something that I’ve always wanted to write for 
years now. With a very important event coming up at the end of this month, I thought 
this seems like the perfect time to finally write it. 


Until then, as always, hope you have a good day. 
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The Initiative 


Raz paced restlessly up and down the corridor of the Psychonauts HQ. Occasionally, he 
would shoot a glance at the metal door with the Psychonauts symbol emblazoned on it as he 
passed by it, stationed in the middle of the corridor. Beyond that door is a meeting room 
commonly used only by Psychonauts High Command, if they ever need to discuss matters of 
extreme importance and secrecy. So, being told to ‘standby and wait for further orders’ 
outside of it made him understandably agitated. 


Lili was also there with him, given the same orders as Raz by her superiors. While Raz opted 
to pace in an attempt to calm his nerves, Lili sat on a metal bench near the meeting room 
door, clasping her hands together and staring daggers at the floor, deep in thought. 


As he passed by Lili again for the umpteenth time, Raz paused in front of her, and sighed. 
“Are you sure we didn’t do anything wrong?” 


Lili looked up at Raz, then back at the floor again. She rubbed her hands together, 
considering the question. 


“We shouldn’t have.” Lili started slowly, still wracking her memory even as she answered the 
question. “We’ve been stuck with desk duty ever since we were pulled from our posting at 
Gravity Falls. The worse we could have done was misplacing some documents. I don’t think 
that would warrant... this.” 


Raz started tapping his foot rapidly, an adequate substitute from his endless pacing. He began 
searching through his memories as well, for something, anything, that would explain why 
they were summoned. 


“What if the document were super important? Like, top-secret, highly classified stuff?” 


Lili looked back at him with an expression usually reserved for when he said something 
stupid. “Documents like that won’t even get into our hands in the first place.” 


“Then why are we here?” 


“T don’t know, Raz!” Lili suddenly exclaimed. “My dad tells me a lot, but he doesn’t tell me 
everything, okay?!” 


Raz took a step back. Lili breathes out a long sigh, deflating, looking away with a hint of 
regret on her face. 


“Sorry. This is just-“ 
“Tt’s okay. I know.” 


Silence hung between them. Eventually, Lili stared off into empty space again, going back to 
her thoughts. Meanwhile, Raz resigned himself to a few more rounds of restless pacing. 


He only managed two and a half before the silence is broken by the sound of an opening 
door. 


For a split second, he thought it was the meeting room door opening. He thought it was 
finally time for their questions to be answered. However, he quickly realized the sound came 
from behind him, not beside him. The only door in that direction is the entrance to this 
corridor. 


He whipped around, and his jaw hit the floor. 
“Guys? How are you-?! What are you doing here?!” 


Lili stood up from her seat, but stayed silent. Just looking at her expression, it’s obvious she 
is just as surprised as he was. 


As she marched up to the psychic pair, eyes a mix of stoicism and confusion, Coraline 
replied, “I was hoping you’d have the answer to that question.” 


Raz could barely believe his eyes. Standing in front of him is Coraline Jones herself, in the 
flesh. Someway, somehow, she’s here, in the Psychonauts HQ. What’s more, marching up 
behind her, following her, are Wybie, Dipper, Mabel, Norman, and Neil. 


All of the Mystery Kids. Here. In the Psychonauts HQ. 


On the one hand, Raz is ecstatic. He’d always wanted to bring the other Mystery Kids back to 
HQ and show them around the place. Just... not like this. 


Something’s up. He can feel it. 


Right now, they all seem to just be taking in their new surroundings. They all look nervous, 
on edge. He can practically feel the trepidation around them without too much effort. 


“So.” Coraline started again. The men in black that picked her up have not been great 
conversationalists on the way over, and she’s starting to get sick of unanswered questions. 
“Mind telling us why your jets just... snatched us off of the streets?” 


Raz balked. “They what?!” 


“Not literally, of course.” Wybie quickly chimed in, stepping in between Raz and Coraline. 
“But it is kinda surprising when you’re, y’know, just walking home from school and then 
suddenly there’s just. A jet. Hovering. Above the Pink Palace.” 


“Kinda surprising’ would be putting it mildly.” Coraline scowled, crossing her arms. “After 
the shock went away, I admit it’s a bit amusing at first, watching Mr. Bobinsky yell at it for a 
few minutes. But then my mom and dad stepped out of the house, and they... well, they 
freaked.” 


“Can confirm. It was not pretty.” Wybie added. It was all kinds of weird and awkward 
watching them get so... hysterical. 


“Not to mention Wybie’s grandma.” 
“Especially my grandma.” 


Raz is completely lost on how to react to their story. Psychonaut jets just going to their 
houses in broad daylight? He’s not an expert on protocol, but he’s pretty sure doing that is in 
direct violation of many. 


He looked back at Lili, hoping that she can make some kind of sense, any kind of sense 
really, of what they’re being told, but unfortunately, she looks just as lost as he is. 


“That’s... pretty much the same story as ours.” Dipper piped up, sharing a look with his 
sister. “We saw the jet fly by while we were on the bus on the way home.” 


Mabel took hold of Dipper’s arm, continuing. “Seeing that... we know right away that 
weirdness just followed us back home.” 


“Sure enough, when we got to our street, there’s a jet on top of our house and our parents are 
talking to some government agents on the driveway.” Despite himself, Dipper couldn’t help 
but chuckle just the slightest bit. “Must have been the weirdest thing to see for the other kids 
on the bus.” 


“The agents look super legit, too! Fancy suits, sunglasses, those Psychonaut badges; the 
whole deal!” Mabel explained, complete with extravagant hand gestures. 


Even feeling as lost as he is right now, Raz can’t help but smile seeing Mabel just being 
Mabel. Despite everything, the one thing he is sure of is that he’s glad to see the others again, 
even if it is under this kind of situation. 


Norman, who has been silently listening in on this conversation this entire time, decided now 
is the time to speak up. “Mine is kind of like that too.” 


“T was helping my mom prepare for this big dinner.” Norman shot a quick glance at Neil. 
“Neil’s family was coming over.” 


(1? 


Neil energetically nodded. “Our car just pulled up, and then suddenly, bam!” he pointed to 
the ceiling with both hands. “Jet! Right on top of us! I thought my mom was gonna have a 
heart attack again!” 


Norman nodded along to Neil’s story. It was... definitely not what he expected to see when 
he opened the door. Definitely not what his parents expected, either. Courtney was still 
weirded out - because who wouldn’t? - but his parents... 


“You know...” Norman started slowly, rubbing his arms, “My parents... I never really told 
them about the stuff that happened in Gravity Falls.” Now, he kind of wished he did. At least 
then the flight here wouldn’t be so painful. “They were... surprised. They had questions. A 
lot of them. They asked most of them on the way over. I mean, hopefully that was most of 
them.” 


“I told my parents everything, and they’re still surprised. Apparently, they thought I was just 
making stuff up.” Neil finished with a pout and a huff. “I mean, I’m a creative boy, sure, but 
even on my best day I couldn’t make up half of the stuff that actually happened.” 


“Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” Lili interrupted, pointing a finger at Norman, “you said your 
parents asked you questions ‘on the way over’?” 


Norman nodded. 
“You parents are here?!” 


It took a few seconds for that sentence to fully register in Raz’s head, but once it did, his jaw 
fell open again. It seems that being left speechless is becoming a trend today. 


“Mine too.” Neil spoke, unprompted, with a hand raised. 


Raz wordlessly turned to the rest of the Mystery Kids. No questions were asked, but they 
quickly answered. 


“Ours are too.” 


“Mel and Charlie Jones are giving some poor government stooge the worst day of their life 
even as we speak.” 


“My grandma kinda threatened to burn the jet down if she didn’t come, so...” 


This is... all of this is getting a bit much. He feels like he needed to sit down. Getting 
summoned here, Psychonaut jets appearing in public in broad daylight, agents picking up his 
friends and their parents? Honestly, what the hell is going on? 


“So?” Coraline asked again at Raz. Frustration and agitation are now visible on her features. 
“What’s this all about?” 


“Why do you think J would know?!” Raz asked back, his voice raised. With how he’s feeling 
currently, he couldn’t help it. 


“Because that’s what the agents told us!” Dipper replied, his voice rising as well. 


Agent Aquato and Agent Zanotto needs to see you for some urgent business’. That’s what 
they said.” Norman kept his voice normal, but he still delivered a pointed stare at Raz as he 
repeated what the agents said to him. 


“That’s- what?! I- we didn t do that!” 


Raz is at a complete loss for words. Now Psychonauts agents are straight up lying to his 
friends?! And they used him and Lili as part of the deception?! 


“That’s what they told us!” 
“Then they’re lying! Wh-why would they...?” 


“Okay, okay, hold on!” Lili stepped in, hands motioning for everyone to calm down as she 
marched to the center of the group. In the next few moments, the group settled into silence 
and some semblance of calm. Lili then continued. “Listen, we - Raz and I - were told to wait 
by this door,” she pointed at the nearby meeting room door, “until we were given further 
orders. You guys were picked up by Psychonaut agents and brought here, and you were told 
that it was apparently because we called for you.” 


“So, it can be safe to assume, that we will get our answers when that door opens.” 
Coraline sighed. More waiting. Exactly what she wanted. “And how long would that be?” 


Raz nervously scratched the back of his neck. He’d waited with Lili for what seemed like 
forever. 


“I don’t-“ 
Raz heard the sound of a door sliding open. From beside him. 
“Now.” 


All of their attention is now focused on the door. They watched as a figure stepped out, one 
that Raz and Lili immediately recognized as one Milla Vodello. The others recognized her as 
well, though only barely, from when they met her after Weirdmageddon ended. 


No, scratch that, after the Mystery Kids ended Weirdmageddon. 
Milla was not the person Raz expected to emerge from that door. 
“M-Milla...?” 


“Hello, darlings.” Milla greeted with a smile, striding over closer to the group. “I hope 
you’ve all reacquainted yourselves with each other? It must be nice to be together again, 
yes?” 


“Yeah, I mean- I guess it’s nice... it’s just-“ 


“You all do remember me, don’t you?” Milla cut him off, addressing the others in the group. 
“We met a few months ago, at the end of summer? I hope you do. I do make an effort to 
make myself memorable, after all.” she ended with a small chuckle. 


No one else found that to be chuckle-worthy. 
“We do.” Coraline curtly replied. 


“We just... have questions and we want answers, is all.” Norman stated, positioning himself 
at the front of the group, surprising even himself. 


Raz never noticed it before, but behind that kind, motherly smile she’s wearing, he can see... 
trepidation. Nervousness. Fear. 


“Milla, what’s going on?” 


Milla’s smile almost falters. “I suppose you all have waited long enough.” she sighed, turning 
towards the door. “Come. Let us enter.” 


Milla walked away, disappearing beyond the door to the meeting room. The Mystery Kids all 
took a few moments to look at each other, reassuring themselves and their fellow friends, 
before, together, they followed. 


The meeting room is large, was Raz’s first impression of it. The door leading to it did not 
prepare Raz of how large it is. Banners representing the different divisions within the 
Psychonauts hang from the walls, along with one banner larger than the others bearing the 
Psychonauts emblem. On the side of the room opposite to the door, a large screen has been 
installed on the wall, with the screen currently displaying a map of the world. A large, round 
table sits in the center of the room. On that table, on the side opposite of Raz, he saw Sasha 
Nein, sitting calmly as he watched the group enter. On Raz’s side of the table, he can see a 
few empty chairs. 


Raz did a quick count. There are eight chairs. 
Eight. One for each of them. 


Milla briskly crossed the room, placing herself beside the seated Sasha, but Raz noticed she 
herself did not sit down. 


“The Mystery Kids.” Sasha started. “A pleasure to meet all of you once again. Please, take a 
seat.” 


They all looked at one another again, before they wordlessly took a seat at the table. Raz and 
Coraline sat side by side at the center. Lili took the seat next to Raz, and beside her sat 
Dipper, and beside him sat Mabel. Wybie took the seat beside Coraline, and next to him 
Norman sat, and lastly Neil took the seat next to him. 


“So... what is this all about, Agent Nein?” Raz asked, careful to address Sasha properly. With 
everything that’s happening, this seemed like the right time to do so. 


It is at this point that Raz noticed that Sasha has a very faint, thin smile on his lips, while 
Milla is openly frowning, almost staring daggers down to Sasha. 


Raz shot a quick glance at Lili. 

Is this opposite day or-? 

Lili kept her gaze on the two senior agents in front of her. 
I know. This is weird. 


“First of all, I would like to thank you all again, in behalf of the Psychonauts organization, 
for foiling the apocalypse that Bill Cipher attempted to unleash to the world.” Sasha stated. 


A silent, collective shudder passed through all eight of them at the mention of that name. 
Bill Cipher. Now that’s a name they all would like to forget. 


If Sasha noticed it, it didn’t stop him from continuing. “You managed to do this - even with 
limited resources, with the odds unfairly stacked against you - through ingenuity, 
camaraderie, and teamwork. To be perfectly frank, you saved the world. You are all heroes. 
Not many can call themselves that. You should be proud.” 


Raz had to suppress a grin. Looking back, what they pulled off was pretty cool. 


Sasha’s posture shifts as he leaned forward in his chair, steepling his fingers together. 
“However, we have recently discovered that, even on your own, you have managed to do 
some remarkable things in the past. Each one of you is... a force to be reckoned with, so to 
speak.” 


“Agents Aquato and Zanotto,” he said, his eyes focused on Raz and Lili, “you two... well, 
we know very well what you did for this organization and the world. Your deeds are 
exemplary.” 


His gaze shifts to Coraline. “Miss Jones; you, with some help from Mister Lovat, managed to 
defeat the creature known as the Beldam. I can tell you that that is no easy feat.” 


Coraline tensed. She shared a look with Wybie, wide-eyed. The slack-jawed look on his 
suggests that he shared Coraline’s surprise. A question quickly springs into mind. 


“You... know about the Other Mother? How?” 


“We know that it exists, yes. We had... difficulty in locating exactly where it is, but thanks to 
you, we don’t have to worry about that creature anymore.” 


Coraline fisted her hands. She knew what he did there. He purposefully didn’t answer the 
‘how’ part of that question. Though, she already has a guess on how. She sent a pointed, 
accusing glare at Raz. For his part, Raz seems to be too invested in the conversation to notice. 


Sasha’s attention turned to Norman. “Mister Babcock; you appeased the centuries-old wrath 
of a vengeful spirit, and with it, lifted the curse she has placed upon your town. Mister 
Downe assisted you, of course.” 


Norman frowned, but otherwise stayed silent. The question of how the agent managed to 
know came to him, but he decided to store it away for now. 


Neil smiled proudly at the mention of what Norman did. He looked at Norman, expecting a 
sheepish smile from him, only to see that he is... frowning? His smile faltered slightly. 


“Lastly, the two of you, Mister and Miss Pines.” Sasha continued, now looking at the twins. 
“You two have fended Bill Cipher on your own before. Multiple times, even. Not to mention, 
you two are related to Stanford Pines, who has... returned, shall we say?” 


The twins shared a look, and in that instant, they both knew they had the same question: how 
did he know? 


“Okay, Agent Nein, you can cut the crap.” Coraline suddenly announced, leaning forward to 
the point that she’s practically rising from her chair. “You plucked us off of the street, 
whisked us and our parents here, /ied to us saying that Raz and Lili are the ones that called 
for us, all so you can, what, lecture us about stuff that we already did?! Just get to the point!” 


A silence washed over the room after Coraline’s sudden outburst. From what Raz can see, 
even Sasha seems taken aback. Any other day, Raz would not have let anyone, not even 
Coraline, talk to Sasha like that, but for now... 


“She’s right, Sasha.” agreed Raz. “Please. We just want to know why we’re here.” 


Sasha remained silent for a while, his expression unreadable. He glanced to his side, to Milla, 
who gave him a silent nod, before addressing the group again. 


“Very well.” 


He shifted slightly in his seat; his posture straightening, his fingers steepled in front of him 
again. The thin smile he’s been wearing this whole time disappeared, replaced with a stern, 
almost grim, expression. 


His hard gaze fell on Mabel. She couldn’t help but squirm in her seat, reaching for Dipper’s 
hand under the table. 


“There was an idea...” 


His gaze slowly shifted to Dipper as he spoke. Dipper, while still tightening his grip on his 
sister’s hand, leaned forward ever so slightly. Listening to what the Psychonaut agent is 
saying, he found himself intrigued. 


“to bring together...” 


Wybie can feel the gaze slowly moving to fall on him. This Agent Nein is still very much 
intimidating for him, but he couldn’t help but cock his head to the side in curiosity as the 


agent continues to speak. 
“...a group of remarkable people...” 


When Sasha’s gaze fell on her, Coraline stared back with a hard gaze of her own. But still, 
she fidgeted. Her palms are getting sweaty. The more he spoke, the more nervous she 
became. 


“...to see if they could become... something more.” 


Raz leaned back, eyes wide. As Sasha’s gaze passed by him, he began to realize of one 
possible reason to why Sasha had gathered them here. This idea; Sasha had mentioned it 
before to him, once. If it really is that... it couldn’t be, could it? 


“So when we needed them...” 


Lili remained neutral as Sasha turned to him. She knew he was not finished talking yet, but... 
they, the Mystery Kids, are made to gather here, and he spoke about a gathering of 
remarkable people. Lili only has a guess, but if she’s right, then she is all in for it. 


“they could solve the dilemmas...” 


Norman averted his gaze as Sasha focused his attention on him, just from force of habit more 
than anything else. He’s been intently listening to every word the agent has said so far. What 
Agent Nein has been insinuating, if he’s correct, is... insane, but... it has its benefits and 
detriments, so he is... considering. 


“that we never could.” 


As Sasha’s gaze reached Neil, he couldn’t help but feel like... that idea Agent Nein said 
about the gathering and all that stuff... that kind of sounds like what the Mystery Kids are? 


“This idea; I submitted it to Psychonauts High Command, nearly twenty years ago. The naive 
fool that I was.” Sasha chuckled slightly. “It was immediately rejected, discarded, and I was 
told to be grateful that I was not demoted.” 


“And you surely did not have children in mind when you proposed this idea of a gathering?” 
Raz blinked in surprise. After being silent this whole time, Milla suddenly spoke up, 
uncharacteristically glaring at her partner. 


Sasha glanced up at Milla, his expression surprisingly neutral. “I did not... exclude the 
possibility.” His eyes narrowed. “We’ve had this conversation, Milla.” 


Milla placed a firm hand on Sasha’s shoulder, leaning closer to him. “Sasha, this is insane. 
You’re talking about dragging children into-“ 


“Agent Vodello.” Sasha suddenly stood up, meeting Milla’s height, sending her a stern stare. 
Raz is immediately reminded of how scary Sasha can be if he wanted to. “That 5 enough. I 
only offer a request. Nothing more. They are free to decline should they wish to.” 


Milla glanced at the kids, her expression briefly shifting to worry, before glaring back at 
Sasha. “You know they won’t.” 


“So,” Coraline cut in, because seeing the two agents square off with each other is getting 
uncomfortable, “what’s that failed plan of yours have got to do with us?” 


This caught Sasha and Milla’s attention. The two broke off; Sasha sitting back down in his 
seat and Milla crossing her arms, still scowling and staring daggers at Sasha. 


“Miss Jones, I think you misunderstand.” Sasha’s fingers returned to its steepled position. 
“The plan itself did not fail. I simply chose the worst possible time to propose it. Back then, 
the organization did not have a need for such a group, I was not one of the best Psychonaut 
agent in this organization’s history, and most importantly,” he leaned closer as that thin smile 
returned to his lips, “I did not have an example.” 


The Mystery Kids shifted, glancing about each other for a moment. Most are glances of 
reassurance, but some are of discomfort. 


“But now, twenty years later, the world has changed.” Sasha picked up a remote - one that 
Raz never noticed before - pointed it at the screen behind him, and clicked. 


The screen, which up to this point has simply been displaying a world map, changed, now 
displaying a world map but with dozens upon dozens of red dots decorating it. Raz wasn’t 
sure how many dots there are, but it was surely in the upper hundreds. 


Dipper quickly noted the dots seemed to increase in number the closer it gets to Oregon. 


“Behind me is a map displaying every recorded supernatural event in the twentieth century.” 
Sasha explained. 


Sasha clicked the remote again, and the screen shifted again to... the same thing? That seems 
to be the case. It’s another map of the world littered with red dots. Though - Raz squinted - 
the placement of the dots looks a little different? 


“Now this is a map displaying every recorded supernatural event, within the last ten years.” 


Raz’s breath was caught in his throat. Silence reigned in the room as all eight of them 
processed the news. Raz always knew there was some sort of a rise happening, but he never 
knew it would be this high. 


“But... those two are pretty much the same?” Neil finally broke the silence. He’s not sure 
why that sounded like a question. He was just voicing out his nervous thoughts. 


“Exactly my point, Mister Downe.” Sasha replied. “Ever since the turn of the millennium, 
there has been an exponential rise of supernatural occurrences. A rise that, as much as the 
Psychonauts and other organizations like us would hate to admit, we are not prepared for. The 
team proposed by my idea; the Psychonauts need it now, more than ever. Not to mention, 
thanks to you, we now know it is possible to for such a team to form.” 


“This is where you all factor in.” Sasha gestured to all eight of them with a wave of his hand. 
“T plan to resubmit this idea, this team, to Truman and his council, in the hopes that they will 
approve it this time.” 


“Additionally, with your consent, I would like the Mystery Kids to be its founding members.” 


There it is. Raz has been guessing it this whole time, ever since Sasha started talking about an 
idea. Now, his guess has been confirmed. His guess is correct. Sasha wants the Mystery Kids 
to be some sort of supernatural elite task force. A million things buzzed in his mind right 
now, but right now the only thing he can focus on is that this team needs a cool name, fast. 


Raz looked around at his friends, curious to see how they would react. Dipper and Mabel are 
staring at each other in surprise, though he can see the delight clear as day on Dipper’s face. 
Lili seemed to be restraining her reaction, but he can see that she is practically bursting with 
excitement. Coraline tightened her lips, looking tense all over; Raz worriedly took note of 
that. On the other hand, Wybie’s eyes and mouth are wide open, almost to a comical degree. 
Norman doesn’t even look like he’s in the room, staring off into the distance. With a small 
amount of effort, Raz can sense the millions of thought rushing through Norman, and took 
note of that as well. Neil looked to be breathing heavily, one hand on his chest and another 
holding an inhaler at the ready. Raz took note of that too. 


After allowing them a few moments to process the news, Sasha continued forward. “This 
team will be fully funded and backed by the Psychonauts. As members of this team, you will 
receive a base of operations, you will be allowed to use our facilities like any other member 
of the Psychonauts, and what resources the Psychonauts can spare are at your disposal. 
Within reason, of course.” 


Raz noted that both Dipper and Wybie now have the biggest grin ever on their faces. 


Sasha looked like he noted that too. “Not that I would like to curb your enthusiasm, but it is 
important to note that the approval of this team is far from guaranteed. Psychonauts High 
Command could very well reject this idea again. Which is unfortunate, but such is 
bureaucracy.” 


Raz glanced around. Most of them don’t seem to be affected by that, but he does notice that 
Coraline relaxed as he said that. 


“Milla and I will now leave you to discuss what your answer will be.” Sasha glanced up at 
Milla, whose expression finally softened. “This is... to say that this is a big decision is an 
understatement. Feel free to discuss this matter for as long as you need. We will wait outside. 
Simply call for us when you have reached a decision.” 


With that, Sasha rose from his seat, and the two senior agents began to make their way out of 
the room. As they walked, Raz met Sasha’s gaze, who gave him a resolute nod and continued 
walking. Raz shifted his gaze to Milla, who offered him a weak, yet sympathetic smile, not 
breaking her stride. Their footsteps are the only sound to be heard in the deathly silent 
meeting room. The sound of a door sliding open, a few more footsteps, the sound of a door 
sliding shut, and the room fell into complete silence. 


The silence remained for a few, long, tense minutes. It’s almost deafening, the silence. Raz 
didn’t think such a thing was possible, but that’s exactly what it feels like. 


After far too many minutes of silence, Wybie is the first to speak, his voice ringing across the 
room, breathing out the words, “Holy shit.” 


Raz snorted, which turned into chuckling, which turned into full-on laughter. 
That pretty much sums it up, doesn’t it? 


Coraline leaned forward against the table, fingers clawing through her hair. To think that, just 
a few hours ago, she was simply walking down the dirt road back to the Pink Palace, 
wondering which movie to watch after dinner. But now... this all felt unreal. 


“What the fuck just happened?” 


Raz turned to her. His laughter hasn’t ended just yet. “What happened? I’1l tell you what just 
happened!” he stood up from his seat. Still grinning, he looked around at the others. “Sasha 
wants us to form some sort of... supernatural elite super team!” 


He rubbed his forehead, a little winded. The rush he is feeling is making him a little 
breathless. “Man, it feels like we’re in a movie or something.” 


“A really specific type of movie.” Wybie added under his breath. 


“He... he said we can use Psychonauts resources.” Dipper stated breathily, more to himself 
than anything. “Their facilities, their equipment, their... information.” his grin grew larger on 
his features, and he started giggling. 


“I... I don’t think we should get too excited just yet.” Norman spoke up. “Agent Nein did say 
that this... it might not be approved.” 


“Ah, r-right, yeah...” Raz coughed, taking a few moments to just breathe. He turned to 
address Lili. “S-so... how open do you think your dad is to the idea of a super team?” 


Lili, who has been silent this whole time processing the news, looked up to meet Raz’s gaze. 
“I... don’t know? We don’t really talk about work in our free time.” She frowned for a 
moment, gathering her thoughts. “Though, I will say this; I don’t think Sasha would have 
brought this up if he thought my dad would reject it immediately.” 


Raz nodded. That makes sense. The rising possibility of this team forming caused a small 
chuckle to escape his lips. The giddiness he felt hasn’t quite left his system. “Out of all the 
reasons... I can’t believe this is why Sasha gathered us here. Never thought he would even 
talk about this idea again.” 


The second she heard that, Coraline snapped her head at Raz’s direction. “You know about 
this?” 


When Raz saw the look on Coraline’s face, he put his hands up defensively. “Well, yeah, 
technically, but- okay, he mentioned it me once. Like, in passing. I asked him about it, but all 


he said is that it’s something stupid he did early in his career. That’s it, that’s all I know.” 


Coraline visibly relaxed after that, much to Raz’s relief. He addressed the group again. 
“Okay, seriously guys, first things first; we’re gonna need a new name.” he said. “Mystery 
Kids is fine and all, but this new team is on a whole new level. We’re gonna have to put more 
effort into naming it.” 


Coraline was about to lean back in her chair, but upon hearing what Raz said, she went rigid. 
Immediately, she practically shot out of her chair, meeting Raz’s gaze. “You think we’re 
saying yes?” 


“Why not? This is amazing!” Raz exclaimed. Just thinking about it made him this close to 
being a giggly, giddy mess. 


“This is insane!” Coraline exclaimed back, incredulous to Raz’s excitement. She whipped 
around to the others. “Am I the only one that can see how insane this is?! Am I?!” 


The others shifted, looking around at each other for a moment, but if any of them thought of 
the same thing, then they didn’t voice it. 


“Alright, let me put it this way,” Coraline continued on, “an international secret agency, made 
up mostly of psychics, is getting overwhelmed because supernatural happenings are 
multiplying by a fuckton, and Nein’s solution is to make our little club, made up mostly of 
teenagers, into, what, the protectors of the Earth?! Against that?!” 


Coraline pointed at the screen mounted on the side of the room, still displaying a map of the 
world riddled with red dots, each dot representing a supernatural event. The room went silent 
for a moment as they all realize just how many there are, and they can’t help but feel a little 
smaller. 


“Each one of those dots could be another Bill, or another Aggie, o-or another...” Coraline 
gulped, her breath quickening slightly, “another one of her...” 


Raz felt like he needed to say something. What Coraline said had shaken something in him, 
but it didn’t dissuade him from the idea. He’s not sure about the others based on what he can 
sense in the room. “W-well, I guess, yeah, we’re all just teenagers, but... but we’re not just 
teenagers. We all know what we can do, what we’re capable of. We’re amazing, and we have 
the record to show for it.” Raz found his confidence growing the more he spoke. “Guys, we 
ended Bill. He’s been around for trillions of years and we ended him.” 


“Plus, it’s not like the Psychonauts are going anywhere. They’re not just gonna dump every 
case on us and then just pack up and leave. They’re still going to be there, with us, helping 
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us. 


Raz focused on Coraline, who he can sense is baffled that Raz would defend the idea. He 
needs to be very careful moving forward. “S-so, it’s still big; don’t get me wrong, but... I 
think you’re making it out a just a little bit worse than it actually is, Coraline.” 


Coraline leaned closer, and in a low voice, said, “You think I’m exaggerating? We barely 
survived Weirdmageddon. We beat Bill using a ritual that we didn’t know exist until the very 
last minute. We are not forming a super team.” 


“But the point is we survived and we beat Bill!” 

“And most of that was because of pure, dumb luck!” 

“Are you even hearing yourself?! You know what we're capable of!” 
“I know exactly what we’re capable of, and this is beyond it!” 


“Coraline’s right!” Another voice rang out, interrupting their argument. “I don’t think we 
should do it.” 


All heads turned, surprised, to the source of the voice. Dipper is especially surprised. 
“Mabel?” 


While everyone else was busy with the argument between Raz and Coraline, Mabel has stood 
up from her seat. She looked around at the others, making sure that her eyes meet everyone’s 
gaze. “Guys, I know we’re amazing and all, but I feel like... I feel like we should just stick to 
what we are right now. Just busting mysteries in the woods and having fun, you know?” 


“See?” Coraline said, gesturing to Mabel with a hand. “Even Mabel agrees with me.” 


Raz briefly shot Coraline a look that was part anger and part annoyance, before he turned his 
attention back to Mabel. 


Mabel met Dipper’s gaze, a hopeful smile on her face. “Dipper, you’ re all about sense and 
logic, right? You think that we shouldn’t do it, right?” 


Even though... she did see how excited Dipper looked... but this is still Dipper. He had to 
disagree with the idea. There’s no way he would agree with something as crazy as that. Out 
of all of them, Mabel could always count on him to take the logical path and not the bonkers 
path. 


“Mabel, I...” 
The hopeful smile on Mabel’s face faltered. 


Dipper had to pause. The sight of that smile disappearing from his sister’s face is just 
heartbreaking to see, but he eventually pushed on. “This is an amazing opportunity for us. 
For all of us.” 


Dipper pushed himself off of his chair, rising up to Mabel’s height. He gently grabbed both of 
his sister’s shoulders, and said, “Think about all the things we can do with what the 
Psychonauts has in their disposal. All the things we can find, discover, and learn, all around 
the world. We can know so much, Mabel.” 


Dipper is practically grinning as he said those words. Mabel couldn’t believe what was 
actually happening; Dipper is agreeing with the idea. He’s actually thinking of saying yes. 


“N-no... w-why would... Dipper, please, no!” Now it’s Mabel’s turn to grab his brother’s 
shoulders, her grip tighter than his was, shaking him desperately. “Dipper, you can’t! You 
can’t actually be agreeing to this!” 


“Really, Dipper? You decide to go crazy now?” Coraline said with a look of both annoyance 
and disappointment. 


“But he’s right.” Raz cut in. “Just think about all the things we can do! And it’s not just for 
us!” 


“Maybe you,” Coraline emphasized the statement with a jabbing finger to Raz’s chest, 
“should stop thinking about what we can do, and start thinking about what can happen to us.’ 
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At this point, Lili rose from her seat, glaring up at Coraline. “We’re not kids anymore, 
Caroline. Anything that happens to us, we’ll handle it.” 


Were not kids anymore’, she says, while calling me names.” 


“You’re being stubborn and difficult!” 


“Well, someone had to, because this is crazy!” 

Norman silently watched as his friends’ arguments descended into what is essentially a 
shouting match, the room becoming so noisy he can barely hear himself think. Beside him, 
Neil slouched onto the table, sighing deeply. 


“This looks familiar.” he commented. 


Neil glanced at Norman, giving him a knowing look. Norman frowned, but he still replied 
with a nod. He’s not exactly happy about having to resort to this, but he understood that this 
is something that needs to be done. Slowly, Norman rose up from his chair. He turned to his 
bickering friends, and prepared. 


“Guys.” 


Norman’s voice was calm, but stern, echoing throughout the room, bouncing off of its walls, 
causing the banners around the room to start swinging ever so slightly. The arguments ceased 
almost immediately, as the voice washed over them, rumbled through them, somehow 
shaking them to their very core. A moment passed in silence, before they all turned, rather 
hesitantly, towards Norman. 


Now sure that he has everyone’s full attention, Norman continued. 


“We’re not getting anywhere. I know Agent Nein said we can take all the time we need, but 
we'll be doing this forever if we keep doing it like this.” 


Coraline is the first to fully shake out of her stupor. “Alright. Yeah.” she said, her composure 
and demeanor quickly returning to her. “He’s right. Now, here’s an idea; how about we just 
do this?” 


Coraline then began moving, walking briskly around the large meeting room table until she 
reached where Sasha sat before, standing directly against them. 


Coraline addressed the others at the opposite side, arms crossed. “Alright, everyone who 
actually has a brain in their skull and thinks this idea is crazy, move over to this side.” 


Raz sighed. He realized what she is doing. “Coraline, come on, we’re not voting for this. 
Let’s just all take a breather, and-“ 


“No.” Coraline cut in sharply. “We’re going to decide, and this is how we’re doing it. Now, 
pick a side.” 


Raz’s shoulders visibly sank. He breathed in deeply, rubbing his forehead for a moment. He 
doesn’t want to do it like this, but if she insisted, then... “Well, you already know where I 
stand.” 


Coraline was not surprised. Her eyes darted over to Lili. She, in response, moved closer to 
Raz. “I think it’s obvious which side I’m picking.” 


Again, Coraline was not surprised in the slightest. Her eyes scanned the group in front of her, 
before she eventually settled on... 


“Wybie?” 


Wybie immediately perked up upon hearing his name. He had been mostly silent throughout 
the whole argument part, watching while fiddling with the sleeves of his coat. He didn’t 
expect to be asked for his decision so soon. “I, um, well, I mean... you’ve got a point, Jonesy, 
about this whole thing being maybe a bit too much for us, and I get that, but...” 


His thoughts drifted back to the hangar, where he first stepped off of the jet. He’d only caught 
a glimpse of it, spending barely five minutes there, but he’d already fallen in love with it. 
That entire section looks like his own personal heaven. The best part about it is that the 
hangar is surely just the tip off the iceberg. 


“T-if we get to play around with government-grade equipment and we get the money to do 
it... what I can do, and make, and- just, all of that, for me, it’s a fair trade, so.” Wybie stood 
up from his chair and walked closer to Raz. “I-I’m sorry, Coraline, but I’m staying here.” 


Coraline had to pause for a moment. She kept her expression perfectly neutral, because that is 
fine, that is Wybie’s decision, and she is definitely not feeling betrayed right now. 


Her eyes darted over to Dipper. He looked like he was about to say something, but he 
stopped. He looked over to Mabel, his face falling upon seeing the glassy-eyed look on her 
face. 


“I... Mabel, this is-“ 


That was all Dipper could say before Mabel stormed away from him, almost running around 
the table to join Coraline at the other end of the table. Dipper simply sighed deeply, quietly 
moving over to join the group forming around Raz. 


Coraline’s gaze fell on Neil, who quickly piped up when he realized all attention is now on 
him. 


“Okay, I know getting involved in things that we really should not be getting involved in is 
kind of a hobby for us at this point, but I feel like this is too much, even for us.” He stated. 
“Plus, I’m sure we’ve all got school and clubs and stuff like that, so I’m not sure how that’s 
gonna work with us being a super team? I’m... I’m saying no.” 


Neil stood up from his chair, quietly moving over to the opposite side of the table with 
Coraline and Mabel. “Sorry.” he shrugged, addressing Raz’s group. 


Coraline blinked. She never even thought of her school before. That is actually a very valid 
point. 


Her attention shifted to the last remaining member of the Mystery Kids. Raz’s group has four 
people, hers has three. This is it. His decision will be the decider. 


“Norman?” 


Norman looked at Raz’s group for a few moments, and then looked at Coraline’s group for a 
few more moments. He looked deep in thought, quietly regarding, deciding, which side he 
will join. Suddenly, there’s a shift in his demeanor, and Coraline can tell that he has reached a 
decision. Without a word, Norman moved. 


To Raz’s group. 


Coraline sucked in a breath. She can feel her fingers growing cold as the temperature of the 
room felt like it dropped by a few degrees. Her arms, while before was in a crossed position, 
turned into something more like a self-hug, fingers digging into her sides. She closed her 
eyes tight and ducked her head, trying to block her face from view, as she felt all eyes in the 
room focusing on her. The room is completely still for the next few seconds as she struggled 
to barely maintain her composure. 


“Fine.” Coraline finally spoke, though she couldn’t fully hide the strain in her voice. “It’s 
decided then. We’re going to agree to the idea.” 


Raz, who had sensed his friend slowly descend into a dark place, firmly shook his head. “No. 
We are not doing it like this. If we are going to say yes, then we all have to agree to it. If even 
a single one of us doesn’t want to go through with it, then we’re saying no. We are going to 
talk this out until we reach a decision. Together.” 


Coraline sent him an intense glare, one that caught him off-guard. “Good luck changing my 
mind.” she practically hissed. 


Raz sighed. Truth be told, he really has no idea how to get Coraline to do just that. He 
glanced at Lili, hoping that she would have at least a suggestion. Lili responded with a simple 
shrug, so it seems they are both on their wit’s end on trying to reason with Coraline. 


“Norman.” Neil suddenly said, his voice ringing clear throughout the room. His head is 
cocked curiously. “Why are you picking that side?” 


Norman met Neil’s questioning gaze. “Well...” his gaze shifted over to Coraline, who was 
slightly surprised, “you said that one of those dots could be another Aggie?” 


His expression hardens, the next words spoken with determination. “If even one of those dots 
means that someone like Aggie is out there somewhere, then I want to be there to help them, 
in any way that I can. I want us to help them, in any way that we can.” 


“With the help of the Psychonauts, maybe we could even get to them before... before they 
could even become another Aggie. We can do a lot of good, to a lot of people. That’s why 
I’m on this side.” Norman finished. 


Neil quietly nodded. “Alright. Cool.” Without another word, Neil began walking around the 
table, coming to a stop next to Norman. 


Norman blinked, surprised, but a smile quickly formed on his face. Neil replied with a wide 
smile of his own. “If you want to help people, then I will do anything I can to help you help 
them.” Neil said, his determination matching Norman’s. “Whatever happens, I’m with you 
till the end of the line.” 


Raz can’t help but crack a smile at the exchange between Norman and Neil. A quick glance 
around revealed that everyone else has the same reaction. Well, everyone gathered around 
him, at least. He can see Coraline and Mabel at the corner of his eye, and they are pointedly 
not smiling. 


Dipper’s smile faded away faster than the others. While the conversation between Norman 
and Neil was heartwarming and all around pleasant to witness, he still has an important 
matter in mind. Mabel’s reaction earlier was... extreme, to say the least, and unexpected. To 
make matters worse, he is genuinely drawing a blank on what could have caused it. Mabel is 
adventurous, always has been and always will be, and while this idea admittedly is on a far 
larger scale than anything they have experienced, he’d known Mabel long enough to know 
that even this would not faze her. For Mabel to reject, and to do in such a manner, is baffling 
to him. 


“Mabel?” Dipper gently called out. 


Dipper waited for the few moments it took for her to actually meet his gaze, then continued. 
“Why don’t you want us to form this team? You’ve never turned your back on a good 
adventure, and this could be the start of our biggest one yet. Our biggest one ever, even.” 


“Dipper, I...” Mabel paused to take a steadying breath, “I almost lost you, Dipper.” 


“Back in Weirdmageddon, Bill literally had us in his grasp and he was about to kill one of us. 
If it wasn’t for Norman... I could’ve lost you, Dipper. And even before that, there’s so many 
times when you could’ve... died.” Tears are now rolling down her cheeks despite her best 
efforts to hold it in. “I still like adventures and mysteries. I wanna keep doing them, but if it 
means I have to worry about losing you all the time... I can’t do that.” 


Dipper was stunned. He had no idea Mabel felt that way. “Mabel...” he paused to gather his 
thoughts, “Alright, P’ I admit, if we form this team, we’re going to be risking our lives a lot 
more than usual. But we all have each other’s backs, don’t we? You said it yourself; I 
could’ve died if it wasn’t for Norman. When I do something stupid, you won’t have to worry 
about me alone. There are at least six more people that will do that with you.” 


Lili smirked. 

Make that five. 

Lili! 

Yeah, I know. Sorry, Raz. Not appropriate. 


Mabel looked at the group around Dipper, who started to stand up a little straighter, offering 
her smiles of confidence and assurance. Smiles that say ‘we have your brother’s back’. She 
looked back at Dipper. 


“Promise me something?” 

“Of course.” 

“Don’t do too many stupid things?” 
“For you, I will.” 


Mabel nodded, rubbing away her teary eyes. She shot Coraline a quick apologetic look, 
before she walked away. She slowly walked around the table, returning to Dipper’s side. 
Dipper reached over, smiling, gently wiping away some of the tears still on her cheeks. 
Mabel giggled, a small smile appearing on her face. 


Raz had to force himself to pull his attention away from the twins, to focus on the remaining 
issue standing on the other side of the room. Said issue still has her arms crossed in front of 
her, a scowl on her face, and upon noticing that all attention has returned to her, had averted 
her gaze to the side. 


Thankfully, during the time needed for Neil and Mabel to be convinced to switch sides, Raz 
had formed a plan. It’s not a very good plan, if he’s being perfectly honest, but if it works... 


“Hey Wybie,” Raz started, purposefully raising his voice so Coraline can hear it clearly 
across the room, “did you notice anything weird on the flight over?” 


Wybie, who had not expected to be called upon, responded, “Uh, besides the jet itself? No, 
not really.” 


“Really? That is strange.” Raz rubbed his chin thoughtfully, making sure that the motion is as 
exaggerated as possible. “Because I’m pretty sure, somewhere on the way here, Coraline 
must have gotten replaced with a clone.” 


The entire room, besides him, froze. He can sense the group around him is now staring at 
him, dumbfounded. Across the room, he can see that Coraline has gone rigid. So far, so good. 


“And this clone is not even the type that’s better and deadlier than the original. No, this one’s 
worse.” 


He can hear a couple of gasps, as well as a few nervous squeaks, from the group around him. 
He can see Coraline is now meeting his gaze, and she is sending him a glare that could be 
described as downright murderous. 


Razputin Aquato, what the hell are you doing?! 
It’s okay, Lil. Watch. 
Raz leaned forward, his hands propping him up against the table. 


“You said that even one of those dots could be another her? That something, or someone, like 
her could be out there right now, doing things like what she did?” 


Coraline’s eyes narrowed, but Raz did not back down. 


“The Coraline that I know, if she ever found out about that, she would never just stand by and 
let that happen. She would do anything that she can to stop it, even if it means risking her 
life.” 


Raz leaned back, his posture relaxing. 
“Too bad you’ re not actually her.” 


And that was his plan. Hopefully, hopefully, that actually worked and he didn’t just utterly 
destroy his friendship with her. 


The glare on Coraline’s features lingered for a few moments, until it slowly shifted into an 
even, neutral expression. The others waited with bated breath, watching Coraline as she 
closed her eyes, took in a deep, long breath, before slowly exhaling it all out. Her eyes 
snapped open again. 


Everyone slightly flinched when she took her first step. 


The muffled sound of her sneakers against the meeting room floor is the only thing to be 
heard as she made her way around the table, still wearing that neutral expression. The few 
seconds it took felt like an eternity, but she eventually reached them, coming to a stop in front 
of Raz. 


It wasn’t until she smirked that the group let out a collective sigh of relief. 


“Fuck you, Aquato.” 
“Hey, as long as we get to form this team, you can go a lot worse than that.” 


Coraline chuckled dryly, rubbing her face for a moment. “This is going to be a pain to explain 
to our parents.” 


“Not to mention my grandma.” 


“Especially your grandma, Wybes.” 


The door slid open, and the approaching sound of a pair of footsteps signaled the return of 
Sasha and Milla into the room. The Mystery Kids have now returned to their original seats, 
sitting straight, each of them now wearing a look of determination. 


Milla couldn’t help but worry about their path forward. 
Sasha knew he could count on them. 


The pair of senior agents moved towards their previous spot. Sasha sat back down on his 
chair, Milla behind him. 


“I will admit, you all reached a decision much faster than I thought you would.” Sasha began. 
He leaned forward, fingers laced together, a thin smile on his lips. “So, what is your 
decision?” 


For a moment, Coraline looked at Wybie, Dipper, and Mabel, and Raz looked at Lili, 
Norman, and Neil. The two then looked at each other, one final look of reassurance, before 
they faced forward. 


Together, they replied. 


“We accept.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Quick, someone figure out the Mystery Kids equivalent of ‘Avengers Assemble’! 


Holy shit, I can’t believe I actually managed to write this. I’ve wanted to do something 
like this since two years ago or something, but I keep putting it off, because I keep 
thinking that I need to write some build-up stuff leading up to it and stuff. But, with 
Infinity War coming up, I thought to myself ‘screw it’ and went ahead and wrote the 
whole damn thing. 


And hot damn, what a thing it is. This is officially the longest piece of writing I have 
ever written in my life, but when you think about what it is and what inspired it, I think 
it’s appropriate. Plus, with this, this fic can have an actual overarching story now. I hope 
yall are excited for that. 


I think I’ve said enough at this point. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go see 
Infinity War five more times. 


Have a good day, y’all! 


Sparks 


Chapter Summary 


It all starts with a single spark. 
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See the end of the chapter for notes 
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Sparks 


Mabel skipped down the hallway of the Shack while humming a cheerful little tune for 
herself. She didn’t quite remember where the tune was from - probably the opening theme to 
a sitcom or something - and while she can devote some time and thought to really 
remembering where it was from, that is not a thing that is on her mind at the moment. Maybe 
later, but not now. Now, the thing that is on her mind is where the heck exactly is that ghost- 
seeing sweetheart most commonly known as Norman, a.k.a. Normie, a.k.a. Norm, a.k.a. 
Hairspike McGhostface. 


She’d already searched everywhere in the Shack, and by everywhere, she meant the three 
most likely places where you can usually find a Norman, which is in front of the television, 
the roof, or in the backyard near the woods, and she did not find a single Norman at all in any 
of those places. So, that left her heading off towards the fourth and last place where you can 
find yourself a Norman, which is the bedroom he shares with Neil while they’re here for the 
summer. 


As her target comes into view and she got closer to said target, her skipping comes to a stop, 
because skipping makes a lot of loud noise, and loud noises are easier to hear, obviously. 
Instead, she switched on her sneaking mode, which produces the opposite of loud noises, and 
is therefore good for what she’s about to do. Reaching the door to his room, she paused for a 
bit, feeling the bundle tucked under her sweater - which is still there, safe and unharmed, 
thank goodness - before opening the door just an itty bitty teeny tiny little bit, and took a 
peek inside. 


Inside, she can confirm that the room does contain a Norman, who is sitting in the middle of 
the room, cross-legged, hands joined together on his lap, and eyes closed in a relaxed manner. 
The room also seems to be filled with the sounds of hooting owls, cricketing crickets, and the 
soft crinkling of leaves as a breeze passed through them, and before she can come to the 
conclusion that there is a pocket dimension somewhere in Norman’s room, she spotted 
Norman’s phone placed beside Norman, which seems to be the source of all the sounds. 


Taking a moment to mentally give herself a high five for getting it right after only four tries - 
high five! - she then did two quick knocks on the door. 


“Hey, Norm.” Mabel whispered out. 


Norman opened a single eye, and then opened another one when he realized who greeted 
him. 


“Oh. Mabel.” 


He reached down to grab his phone, stopping the ambient noises it’s making, took a moment 
to straighten out and stretch and rub his eyes, before he smiled gently up at Mabel. 


“What brings you here?” he asked. 


Mabel proceeded to fully enter the room, closing the door behind her, answering, “Oh, not 
much.” 


“Oh! Are you here for that... drink?” Norman pointed to a nearby dresser, where Mabel can 
see there is indeed a ghost-and-zombie-decorated mug that she gave her this morning sitting 
on top of it. 


Norman rubbed his arm, saying somewhat bashfully, “I... haven’t actually finished it yet. It’s 
been... interesting, drinking that. Sorry.” 


“Nah, that drink’s old news.” Mabel shrugged. She sat down in front of Norman and leaned 
forward. “What’s new and hip is what the heckins have you been doing here? What’s all this 
about?” 
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“Oh, uh, this is, I’ve been...” Norman glanced about his room for a moment, “...meditating.’ 
Mabel’s eyes went wide. “Oooh, meditating?” 


“Yeah.” Norman shrugged. “Raz and Lili recommended it to me, said it might help me with 
my... you know, thing.” 


Mabel nodded, eyes full of awe. Norman’s ‘thing’ - she almost giggled over the fact that 
that’s how he wants to call it - is a truly awesome sight to behold, and if meditating can help 
it and him, that would be all kinds of absolutely awesome. 


“So, yeah, since everyone went out to town, I thought I’d meditate for a bit. I’m actually 
surprised you came back so early.” 


“Eh. Paz cancelled our date; her parents are being complete grumbletonians, so I went back.” 
She’s still really bummed that her plans for the night are ruined, but she supposed that’s the 
risk of dating someone whose parent are total fopdoodles. 


Anyhow, she doesn’t want to linger on that anymore, so she leaned forward again. “So, did it 
work? Does meditating actually help you?” 


“Umm...” Norman wondered for a moment before, and Mabel noticed, he deliberately forced 
his shoulder to slump and his face to fall. “I... don’t know. The reason Raz and Lili 
recommended it to me is because it helped them with their powers. They’re psychic, and 
I’m... me.” 


“Even they’re not sure if it’ll help, but, I mean,” Norman shrugged, in a manner that Mabel 
guessed is meant to look helpless, “it’s better than nothing, I guess.” 


Mabel briefly considered blurting out what a terrible liar Norman is right then and there, but 
she decided to hold her tongue for just a tiny bit. She wanted to see how this would go. 


“Can you show me?” 
Norman blinked, stammering, “Sh-show you...?” 
“Yeah, show me what you can do.” Mabel said with a firm nod. 


“Uh...” Norman hesitated, but surprisingly she didn’t have to pull out the puppy eyes before 
he said, “...sure. Okay.” 


Mabel grinned, scooting back a few inches to give Norman some space. Norman took a few 
deep breaths, putting both of his hands in front of him. 


He shot a nervous glance at Mabel. “I’m just telling you now, it’s not much, so don’t get too 
excited.” 


“Oh, sure.” Mabel smiled knowingly. 


Norman didn’t seem to notice as he is already too focused on preparing himself. He closed 
his eyes, taking in one more deep breath, two more deep breaths, three more, before his eyes 
opened, and they are glaring at his hands, the most intense look Mabel has ever seen him 
with. Moments passed in breathless silence with nothing happening, until Mabel noticed, 
almost impossible to see, a streak of yellow jumping from the tip of his right ring finger to 
the tip of his left middle finger. Another streak, bigger this time, from his left pinky to his 
right thumb, zipping by incredibly fast with a sound that almost sounds like a chitter of an 
angry hummingbird. After that, another streak jumped, then another, and another, and 
another, until the streaks stopped being streaks and became lines, ever-shifting lines of yellow 
that connected one finger tip to another. The lines grew in size and number, doubling, 
tripling, becoming a sparking, shifting, chittering network of, what Mabel now realized, 
electricity, right there between Norman’s fingers. The sight of it is... amazing. 


The network continued to grow, fully enveloping Norman’s fingers, sometimes arcing down 
to his palm, or even further down to his wrist. However, Mabel also saw Norman’s breath 
quickening, his hands starting to shake, beads of sweat starting to roll down his forehead. As 
the network of electricity grew, Mabel even saw on Norman’s features, for the briefest 
moment, a look of fear. 


Norman closed his eyes tight and clenched his hands into fists, and the electric network 
disappeared, as if nothing has ever happened. He slammed his fists into the wooden floor, 


slumping down where he sat, taking in long, deep breaths for a good thirty seconds. 
Eventually, he looked up, wearing a smile that is not convincing at all. 


“And that was, uh... pretty much all that I can do. Told you it was not much.” 
Mabel shook her head, amused, but her eyes still showed concern. 

“You’re a terrible liar, Norman.” 

Norman sighed, shoulders slumping, averting his gaze. 

Mabel cocked her head to the side. “Wanna talk about it?” 

Norman didn’t respond. 


Mabel sighed, intentionally as dramatic as humanly possible. “Guess not. Too bad, I had 
something super cool I wanted to give to you. 


Norman still said nothing, but, to Mabel’s joy, he did chance a glance at Mabel. She chose 
that time to pull out the bundle wrapped in newspaper from under her sweater. 


“It’s pretty much the coolest thing ever, but you don’t want it, I guess.” Mabel made a show 
of inspecting the bundle in her hands. 


This, to Mabel’s delight, brought a teeny tiny smile to Norman’s face. 
“Alright. Alright.” 

Mabel put the bundle in her lap and listened intently. 

“I can do more.” Norman admitted. “I just don’t want to.” 

Mabel was careful to keep her voice gentle. “Why not?” 


“Because it hurts.” A grimace flashed across his face. A pained memory. “I know how much 
it can hurt. I don’t want anyone to feel that, especially not... people like you guys.” 


Mabel couldn’t help but smile. That is just the most Norman way to answer that question. 
“Norman, you could never hurt us.” 


“You don’t know that!” Norman suddenly snapped. “Letting it out is easy, but controlling it 
is... I can barely do it! And that was just for little sparks! What if it gets stronger?! Aggie, 
she-!” 


Norman paused. Deep breaths to calm down. “I’m starting to think it’s the other way around. 
She didn’t get so powerful because she was filled with so much anger and hate; she was so 
powerful, that it... she lost control. A-and it even makes sense! Deep down, she didn’t really 
want to hurt people, but she still felt angry, and with how powerful she was... it felt good. It 
felt right.” 


Norman’s clear blue eyes met Mabel’s hazel, and she sucked in a breath, taken aback by how 
scared he looked. 


“T’m- I don’t want-” 


Mabel quickly reached forward, taking Norman’s trembling hand in her own. Norman 
flinched back, his hands squirming trying to break free from Mabel’s grasp, but Mabel’s grip 
held firm. 


“Norman, Norman, listen.” Mabel offered him a small, gentle smile. “No offense to Aggie, 
but even if, deep down, she doesn’t actually want to hurt people, on the outside she still 
wanted to, right?” 


Norman slowly nodded. 

“Do you want to hurt people?” 
Norman’s eye widened, horrified. 
“N-no!” 


Mabel let go of Norman’s hand, leaning back, relaxing. “Then you got nothing to worry 
about.” 


“See, how I see it, if feeling angry plus powers equals feeling angrier for Aggie, then for you, 
no anger plus your powers equals... just your powers.” 


Norman was quiet for a while, considering the thought, but he eventually conceded with, “I 
guess...” 


Mabel said nothing in reply; she simply sat quietly with a gentle smile still on her face. 
Norman eventually settled into a neutral expression after a little while. A silence washed over 
the two, but it’s a comfortable kind of silence, the kind of silence that says a lot more than 
words could express, which Mabel always thought was ironic. 


Eventually, Mabel gauged enough time has passed for her to say, “Well, time for your 
reward.” 


With practiced flourish, Mabel unwrapped the bundle in her lap. Norman took one look at the 
object underneath the wrapping, and laughed. “Wow.” was all he could say. 


The object in question was a very peculiar doll of a zombified bunny rabbit, complete with a 
bloodied missing eye and bits of its skeleton sticking out, which, despite its horribly mangled 
form, still managed to look pretty gosh darn adorable. Props to the designers of the doll, 
really, for managing to do that. 


“Where’d you find something like that?” Norman asked. 


“I found him in some leftover stuff from Summerween. The store was practically giving them 
away, so I snatched Mr. Zombunny out of there.” Mabel rose to her feet and took a step closer 


to Norman. “And...” she plopped the doll right on top of Norman’s spiky hair, “boop.” 


Mabel took a step back to admire the sight of Norman with a zombie bunny doll on top of his 
hair. It’s a great sight. Almost matches the sight of Norman’s powers, honestly. 


“He loves it up there.” Mabel said. 
Norman looked up. “Does he, now?” 


“Yep.” Mabel grinned. “Oh, wait, oh no. He loves it too much. He’s never getting off. You’re 
stuck with him forever.” 


“I think I can get used to him.” Norman said with a smile, but nonetheless he reached up to 
grab the bunny from his hair, and placed the doll on his lap. 


“Look at him. Don’t you just wanna cherish and protect him forever?” 
Norman stroked the bunny doll, chuckling. “Sure, yeah.” 


Mabel placed a hand on Norman’s shoulder, and when he looked up, he was greeted with her 
kind, warm smile. 


“Then that’s all that matters.” 


Chapter End Notes 


This one’s a little more lighthearted compared to the last chapter, but still important 
nonetheless. 


I always wanted to delve deeper into Norman’s powers and all the things he could do, so 
this was pretty fun to write for me. So, this has been the first chapter of another mini- 
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A Bowl of Soup 


Chapter Summary 


Lili is sick, so Coraline thought a bowl of chicken soup might make her feel better. It’s 
not like it's going to make things worse, right? 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 
A Bowl of Soup 


Coraline observed the bowl of chicken soup she held in her hands as she made her way up the 
stairs. She had to admit, the whole thing doesn’t look half bad. It kind of looks like how most 
chicken soups usually look like, and the smell wafting from it is somewhat appetizing. It’s 
definitely not the best chicken soup in the world - not that she’s trying to go for that - but she 
figured it’s enough to help with Lili’s cold. That’s what chicken soups do in general, right? In 
any case, it can’t possibly make it worse. Hopefully. 


Reaching the top of the stairs, Coraline made her way to the door of her room. She thought 
about entering right away, thinking that Lili could probably sense people getting close to her 
door, but she decided to knock first anyway, if only for politeness’ sake. However, before she 
can call out to her, a muffled voice from inside cut her off. 


“Raz, if you brought me another blanket, I swear I will literally set that cute ass of yours on 
fire.” 


Coraline chuckled. So that’s what Raz has been doing this morning. Yeah, that sounds like 
something he would do. 


“Nice guess, firecracker. But it’s not your boyfriend.” Coraline called out. “It’s me, 
Coraline.” 


There was a pause before Lili responded with, “What do you want?” 


“You looked really miserable this morning, and it stopped being funny after the first few 
hours, so I thought I’d help you out.” Coraline replied, glancing down at the chicken soup. 


“Help me how? By putting me out of my misery?” Coraline could practically feel the glare 
that Lili is sending. She briefly wondered if Lili really is making her feel that with her 
psychic powers. 


Coraline smirked. “That could be arranged, if you want.” The smirk disappeared. “Seriously, 
I got soup.” 


“You... made some soup? For me?” 

“Yep.” 

“Since when do you cook?” 

“Lili, look, can I at least come in? All this yelling is killing you and you know it.” 


The silence that came after was so long that Coraline briefly considered just leaving the soup 
in front of her door, but eventually Lili replied, “Fine.” 


Coraline opened the door, and to her surprise, Lili looked even more miserable than she was 
this morning. Her nose is all red and runny, she’s still in her pajamas even in the late 
afternoon, and she’s lying half-buried under what is basically a mountain of blankets on her 
bed, no doubt courtesy of Raz. However, even with how miserable she must feel looking like 
that, she still has the energy to send a glare at Coraline. 


“Wow.” 
Lili’s eyes narrowed. “Wow, what?” 
“Well, it’s just that... all of that,’ Coraline gestured to her, “it just looks so... terrible.” 


“My head feels like there’s a brood of xenomorph eggs gestating inside it and my nose is like 
the waste disposal exhaust where all the gross egg slime gets squirted out, so excuse me if 
I’m not an Amazonian princess like you right now.” 


Coraline blinked, then blushed, then chuckled. “Okay, all of that was... something, but for 
now, let’s focus on the fact that apparently you think I’m an Amazonian princess.” 


Lili’s eyes widened, retreating under the blanket mountain. “Th-that was... that was the 
headache talking.” came her muffled excuse. “It’s hard to think straight with it.” 


“It sure does.” Coraline said, stifling another chuckle. 


Lili peeked out from under the blanket mountain, some of her composure regained, as 
evidenced by the glare that returned to her features. “Are you just here to make fun of a sick 
and confused girl, a.k.a., me? Was the soup even real? Was it just a trick to get me to open the 
door?” 


“No, no, the soup is not a lie.” Coraline replied, raising the bowl so Lili can see it. “It’s got 
the broth, it’s got chicken, it’s got carrots; it’s one hundred percent a soup that is one hundred 
percent real, and that is a Jones-guarantee.” 


“That your dad’s new tagline for his catalog?” Lili raised an eyebrow. 


Coraline shrugged. “Could be. Haven’t run it through to him. It’s gonna cost him if he wants 
to use it, though.” 


“Let me guess,” Lili pushed herself to a sitting position, smirking, “an obnoxious amount of 
overpriced beauty products? How spot on am I?” 


“On a scale of hot to cold, you’re way down in Antarctica.” 


“Well, dammit.” To Coraline’s surprise, that earned her the lightest of chuckles from Lili. It’s 
always a mystery to her what makes Lili laugh. She has no idea how Raz was able to 
maintain a stable relationship with her since they were ten with how fickle Lili can be. 
Though, that could just be the headache again. She did already admit that she’s feeling a little 


loopy. 


Lili sighed, leaning back on her double-stack pillow. “Just give me the soup already.” 


Coraline supposed she’d already taken enough shots at Lili for the time being, so she 
approached the bed while keeping her mouth from spouting any more quips. At least, for 
now. She’s not responsible if Lili gives her an opening in the near future. 


“Alright, scoot over.” Coraline said with a gentle pat on Lili’s shoulder. 
Lili looked up at her, surprised. “Scoot? Why? What are you doing?” 


Coraline rolled her eyes. “Starting a make-out session.” she dryly replied. “I’m giving you 
the soup, obviously!” 


“You... you want to feed me the soup?” Coraline could not understand how Lili can look so 
wary. Seriously, it’s just soup. 


“Yes.” 
“Like... spoon feed me?” Lili asked, still wearing that suspicious look. 


Coraline sighed. “Listen, if you want to eat it yourself, be my guest. I’m just trying to help 
you out here.” 


Lili averted her gaze, and for a second Coraline thought that she was going to refuse, but then 
Lili looked up at her again and, in manner Coraline thought was almost shy, said, “A-alright, 
fine. Just get it over with.” 


Lili shifted a few inches away, giving Coraline some space to sit, all the while looking at 
anything except for Coraline. The fact that her cheeks gained an especially deep shade of red 
did not escape Coraline’s notice. Coraline raised an eyebrow, but nevertheless, she still sat 
down beside Lili. She scooped up a spoonful of the soup, making sure that she got a little bit 
of everything in it, before offering the spoonful up to Lili. 


“Uh, here comes the train? Choo-choo?” Coraline really did not have any experience with 
spoon-feeding someone. Her only reference was with her own mom. Judging from the look 
Lili is giving her, she probably should have tried something else. 


“T’m fourteen, grandma.” 


Coraline could only shrug awkwardly. Nevertheless, Lili took a moment to observe the 
spoonful offered to her, before she slowly leaned down and took the spoonful in her mouth. 
Coraline watched closely as Lili chewed through the food, finding herself curious to see what 
Lili’s reaction would be. Coraline had to give it to Lili; she could hold a decent poker face if 
she wanted to. Her face did not reveal how she felt at all as she chewed. Finally, Lili 
swallowed. 


“So? How was it?” Coraline asked. She didn’t realize until now how eager she actually is 
about her cooking. 


Lili licked her lips. “Not the worst thing I’ve ever eaten.” 


“Oh. Good.” Coraline felt relieved, which came as a surprise to her. “I was expecting 
something worse.” 


“That’s not a compliment.” Lili sent her a pointed stare. “The worst thing I’ve ever eaten was 
a moldy burrito that’s been stuck under a wooden cabin for, like, years.” 


Coraline recoiled away from Lili, grimacing. The image of Lili eating something like that 
is... disturbing. “Oh my god, ew. Why would you do that?” 


“I never back down from a dare.” Lili smiled with pride, but a second later that smile fell. “I 
am so gonna regret telling you that.” 


Coraline frankly had never even considered that, but now that she is, she really had to try to 
stop herself from grinning. “We’ll see, won’t we?” 


Lili sighed. Coraline allowed herself to chuckle just a bit. She scooped up another spoonful, 
but before she raised it up to Lili, she paused in thought. 


“You know, I probably should have taste-tested this first.” Having this realization now is a bit 
embarrassing. 


Lili smirked. “Wow. Common sense, much?” 
“Hey, gimme a break. This is the tenth time I’ve cooked, total.” 
“T can tell.” 


The look on Lili’s face caused Coraline to briefly, very briefly, consider dumping the entire 
thing on her head. Coraline decided to give her a pass for this one, as Lili is already very 
visibly miserable. 


However late it was, Coraline proceed to put the spoonful of soup in her own mouth. It took 
only a few moments of chewing before her features turned into a frown. She realized at this 
point how nice Lili was with her review of the soup. She definitely put too much salt in, and 
the chicken is really tough to chew through, among other things. 


“Guess I take after my dad when it comes to cooking.” she admitted, disappointed. 


“Well, if you don’t want to eat more, I-” Coraline paused as she realized that Lili is staring 
wide-eyed at the empty spoon in Coraline’s hand, with her cheeks colored deep red again. 


“Uh... Lili?” Lili didn’t respond. She still stared at the spoon as if she is in some sort trance. 


“Earth to Lili!” That managed to do it. Lili blinked rapidly, and looked thoroughly 
embarrassed. 


“Glad to have you back. What was that all about?” Coraline asked. 


“T- you- th-the spoon with- you-” Lili sputtered out, before she hid her face in her hands and 
curled up into a ball. 


Coraline looked at the spoon in her hand, then at the curled up Lili, cocking her head in 
confusion. Could Lili be seeing things? But that doesn’t make sense; Lili has a cold, not a 
fever. Though, she did say she also had a headache, so could that cause her to see things? Do 
headaches work differently for psychics? 


Coraline put the soup aside on a nearby desk before leaning down closer to Lili. She might 
not know the first thing about psychic biology, but her friend looks miserable and she wants 
to help. 


“Hey, hey, come on, Lili.” Coraline gently spoke, her hands slowly coaxing Lili out of her 
curled up state. She cupped Lili’s chin with a hand, gently guiding Lili’s face closer to her 
own. Her face is almost entirely covered in a shade of red, her cheeks especially so. Her light 
brown eyes are still open as wide as it was before. Coraline had no idea what could be 
causing Lili to act like this. 


“Listen, I’m not gonna pretend I know anything about how diseases affect psychics, so just 
get some proper sleep, okay?” Coraline said, with a gentle, genuine smile. 


Coraline expected her to bite back with some sort of retort, or to simply curl up into a ball 
again. 


Coraline didn’t expect Lili to lean forward. 
Coraline didn’t expect Lil1’s lips meeting her own. 
Coraline didn’t expect Lili’s lips tasting faintly of strawberries. 


Coraline didn’t expect the kiss would last this long. Coraline realized just how long the kiss 
has lasted. 


Coraline broke the kiss. She leaned back. Her heart is hammering in her chest. 
“You... wh-what was that...?” 


A look of horror slowly dawned upon Lili. 


“Something I never would have done with a clear head.” 


That’s when it clicked. Why she was so easily flustered. Why she stared so hard at that 
spoon. It all suddenly makes sense. 


She needed to say something. Anything. 
“Lili, I... I-” 
“Hey, Lili, I’m back!” 


Coraline jumped out of her seat. Her head whipped towards the door, where Raz stood, a 
smile on his face, a blanket in hand. 


“I brought you some more- oh, Coraline! Didn’t see you there.” Raz greeted, so obliviously 
cheerful. “Whatcha doing here?” 


Coraline had no idea what to say. Her heart is still beating a hundred miles per hour. She 
glanced at Lili, who is still wearing that look of wide-eyed horror. 


“Hey, is that soup? I’m pretty sure that wasn’t here before.” Raz walked across the room to 
the soup on the desk. He took a sniff of it. “Smells pretty good. Coraline, did you make this?” 


Coraline can at least answer that. “Y-yeah.” 


“Oh, wow.” Raz blinked, surprised. “That is... really nice of you, Coraline.” Raz stole 
another quick look at the soup. “Since when do you cook?” 


Answering that question needed more brainpower than what Coraline could muster right now. 


Raz looked back and forth between Coraline and Lili, his cheerful look slowly replaced with 
a look of curiosity. Coraline realized he must have finally noticed how stiff the two were 
being. “Is something wrong?” he asked. 


“Nothing happened!” Lili immediately blurted out. 


“Yeah!” Coraline quickly added. She wasn’t completely sure if she had processed what Lili 
said. Her head is not working right now. 


“In fact, I was just leaving!” Coraline said as she briskly walked past Raz. “Your turn to take 
care of her, Aquato!” Coraline had no idea why she’s yelling. 


“Wait, what?” 


Coraline practically dashed out of the room. She kind of felt bad for just leaving like that, but 
right now her mind is a mush. She just needed some time. Time to think, to process. Then, 
she’d go back to that room. Probably. Maybe. At some point. 


Warmth crept up her cheeks. Despite herself, she smiled. 


At least there is one thing she already figured out. 


The kiss was... nice. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Assemble 


“Barnes, Jones, Rogers, you’re up! Get on the field!” 

Coraline rose up from the bench that she was sitting on upon hearing Coach Barton calling 
her name. She walked up confidently towards the starting line, all the while doing some 
stretches that were not strictly unnecessary. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted two boys 
standing up from the benches and entering the field. She could also see how they frowned, 
and how they deliberately took small steps. It was plainly obvious that the two were not 
enthusiastic to be competing against her. Coraline had to hold herself back from grinning; 
after all, it always sucks to go up against the best kid in class. 


By the time the two boys joined her on the starting line, she had already warmed herself up. 
Impressive, she thought, considering how cold Ashland could get in this time of year. The 
two boys, one lanky, with long, unruly dark hair, and the other a blonde with striking blue 
eyes, already looked like they were content with going for second place. Coraline pouted and 
huffed. They could have at least tried to look like they were going to give her a challenge. 


“May the best runner win.” she still stated. The two simply shared a frown. They didn’t see to 
give her words much thought. 


As she and the two boys settled into a starting position, she could hear people from the 
benches calling out the names of the two boys beside her as well as shouts of encouragement 
towards them. Friends of theirs, probably. Or, someone who wanted to see her being taken 
down a notch. Either way, she didn’t care. Among the calls and encouragements for her 
opponents, she heard a single voice rooting for her, and that’s the only one that mattered. 


“Yeah, Jonesy! Crush ‘em! You can do it!” Wybie cheered from the side. His voice wasn’t 
really louder than the others, but she still heard him loud and clear. 


Coraline flashed him a confident smile, and quickly focused herself on the task at hand. 


ikea 


“On your marks! Get set 


Coraline tensed. She didn’t bother with trying to hide that grin anymore. 
“Go!” 


The three launched out of the starting line pretty much neck and neck, but it didn’t take long 
for Coraline to pull ahead. A few seconds into the race, and already she couldn’t see either of 
her opponents in her peripheral anymore. Even with the rush of the sprint pumping through 
her, she couldn’t help but feel disappointment at the back of her head. Yet another easy win. 


Although, she supposed she does have an unfair advantage. Ever since her encounter with... 
her, Coraline had attended many self-defense classes and set up a tough training regime for 
herself, which she followed even to this day. As a result, grades for her gym classes were 
never an issue anymore. Add to that an entire summer’s worth of adventures, some more 
harrowing than others, and she’s pretty sure she’s a lot stronger than any fifteen year old has 
any right to be. 


The finish line growing closer did not cause her to slow down. If anything, it urged her to run 
faster. She sprinted past the finish line just a few moments later, savoring the little bit of 
satisfaction it provided her. She gradually slowed herself down until she eventually came to a 
full stop. She panted slightly from the exertion, but still not at all out of breath. Hell, she’s 
barely even sweating. She turned around, fully smirking, curious to see how badly she left the 
two boys in the dust. 


Her smirk disappeared upon seeing the sight before her. 


Her two opponents had come to a complete stop halfway down the track. They stared slack- 
jawed at something to Coraline’s right, outside of her field of vision. It was at this point that 
Coraline, now free of the rush flooding her system, noticed that the courtyard had gone 
completely silent. The calls, the cheers, and even other sounds from other students going 
about their business in the courtyard, had all come to a stop. Coach Barton, the two boys, the 
other students; they all appear to be seeing something that left them stunned. 


Coraline followed their gaze, and felt her heart drop to her stomach. 


A sleek, white jet, complete with futuristic, turquoise markings and details, as well as some 
sort of a strange, almost cylinder-shaped device attached near its tail end glowing with purple 
energy, hovered above the school building. A jet that Coraline was very familiar with. 


Coraline felt her legs going weak. She did not expect this to happen so soon. Agent Nein told 
them it was going to take months, or even the better part of the year, until the Grand Head 
and his council finished their review of his idea. She was not ready. 


She was not ready. 
But she had to be. 


Coraline heard footsteps approaching her from the side. She took a steadying breath. 


A quick glance to the side revealed the source of the footsteps is none other than Wybie, 
approaching with a tense expression. 


“You know,” Coraline started, glad that her voice did not betray how she really felt, “for a 
bunch of ‘secret agents’, they really suck at the ‘secret’ part.” 


Wybie nervously scratched the back of his neck. “Well... they have been here before, so, I 
guess, they don’t think they need to hide themselves, maybe?” 


“Subtlety had its day, huh?” Coraline mused. She sighed deeply, running a finger through her 
hair. “I didn’t realize it would happen so soon.” 


She looked at Wybie, carefully letting out some of what she really felt. “I don’t think... ’m 
not sure if I’m ready. Are you?” 


“I... uh...” Wybie paused. He glanced up at the jet for a few moments, before turning back to 
Coraline with a smile that she knew was forced. “Hey, at least we get to skip school for the 
rest of the day. That’s, uh, pretty good?” 


Coraline smirked dryly. “I guess. Not having to deal with the smelly old troll that is Mister 
Obadiah is always a plus.” She appreciated the effort he did to calm her nerves. Not that it 
worked, but she appreciated it. 


Coraline huffed. No use delaying the inevitable. 
“So. Fuck it?” 

Wybie shrugged. 

“Fuck it.” 


Together, they marched ahead, towards the jet that awaited them. 


“Now, in this triangle, can anyone tell me the measure of angle X when Y is at an angle less 
than 46 degrees?” Mrs. Parker turned away from the blackboard and addressed the class. 
“Anyone?” 


Dipper had to make an effort to suppress a sigh. He appreciated the fact that Mrs. Parker 
always at least tried to get everyone in class involved whenever she teaches, he really do. 
What he didn’t appreciate, however, is the fact that it would always slow the class down to a 
crawl, which then would lead to the class ending before the subject was finished, which 
means he would have to take extra classes, which would take more of his time, and so on, 
and so on. It would be, overall, detrimental to his daily schedule. 


“What about... you, Tony?” 


“Wha- huh?” 


The brown-haired boy practically jumped in his chair, obviously caught off guard. Dipper 
silently rolled his eyes. She couldn’t have picked a better one. 


“Come on, what is the measure of angle X when Y is at an angle less than 46 degrees?” 
“Ubh... it... is... probably... maybe...” 


Dipper started impatiently tapping his pencil against the table. Just let someone else answer it 
already. That guy is not going to have an answer; he’d been busy with his phone under his 
desk for the last thirty minutes. Hell, let Dipper answer. He’d already got the answer figured 
out the moment Mrs. Parker finished writing it out on the blackboard. 


“... sixty-nine degrees...?” 
A few low snorts and giggles can be heard throughout the room. Dipper quietly sighed. 


“That is... not correct, but keep trying, Tony.” Mrs. Parker said with a genuinely kind smile, 
before scanning the room again. “Does anyone else have-“ 


Dipper raised his hand. 

“Yes, Mason?” 

“Forty-four degrees, ma’am.” 

Mrs. Parker beamed brightly. “That is indeed the right answer! Well done, Mason.” 


Dipper couldn’t help but let out a small smile of pride as Mrs. Parker turned around to face 
the blackboard again. The class then continued, much to Dipper’s delight, as he went back to 
taking notes for later use. As he wrote, the feeling of being watched, of eyes upon him, crept 
up his spine. It’s a feeling he was all-too familiar with; one that usually came after he called 
attention to himself. Even without looking up, he could feel the eyes of the other kids in class 
staring at him, judging, mocking, drilling into him. He tried his best to ignore them, and kept 
on writing. 


And he kept on writing, and writing, and writing, but then he slowed, and slowed, and 
slowed, until eventually he came to a stop. Ignoring the stares was... difficult. Easier said 
than done. Despite his best efforts, he could still feel them; every pair of eyes staring at him. 
He desperately wanted to squirm - it’s all getting a bit much - but he forced himself to stay 
still. Doing that would just provoke them. Times like these are when he regretted taking 
separate classes from Mabel. He couldn’t even look to his twin for a little bit of support. 


Just... breathe. Deep, calming breaths, and just focus on taking notes. He’s already falling a 
bit behind from what Mrs. Parker wrote on the blackboard, so the best thing he could do right 
now is to start writing again, double time, and- 


Wait, what was that? 


His eyes darted towards the corner of the room, at a small fishbowl sitting on top of a shelf. 
He could’ve sworn, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the water ripple. 


Mrs. Parker, the lesson, his notes, all slipped away from his mind at an instant. He turned his 
full attention towards that small fishbowl, waiting to see if the water would ripple again or if 
his stress was making him see things. He wasn’t exactly sure if too much stress could make 
him see- hey, there it is again! The water rippled again! Only, this time... it kept on rippling. 
It didn’t stop. In fact, it looked like it was getting... stronger? 


He suddenly felt his table starting to vibrate. Nearly imperceptible at first, but it began to 
grow in intensity over time. At the back of his head, he registered that Mrs. Parker had 
paused her lecture, looking around in confusion. A strange humming sound began filling his 
ears, and at this point the disturbance has become impossible to ignore, as the other kids 
began to look around in confusion. 


This humming sound; he’s familiar with it. He’s heard it before. It sounded like- 
“Holy crap!” 


A cry from one of his classmates turned his attention towards the window. The sight before 
him caused him to jump out of his seat. 


Outside, hovering just a few feet from the window, was a beautiful, white and turquoise jet, 
its psitantum-powered engine humming away near the tail end of the craft, enabling its ability 
to fly and hover with perfect precision. 


A jet that could only belong to the Psychonauts. 


His classmates scrambled out of their seats, trying to put as much distance as possible 
between them and the window. Some even already had their phones out, and was already 
recording. Meanwhile, Dipper, in complete contrast to the others, slowly walked towards it, 
almost entranced by the sight of the jet. He reached the window, placing his hand on the thin 
piece of glass separating him from the jet. At the back of his head, he could hear the chatter 
of his classmates. 


“Ts that an actual freakin’ jet?!” 

“What’s that Mason kid doing?!” 

“Wait, wait, isn’t that... that’s the same jet that showed up last month!” 

“No way, the one that picked up Dipper and his family?” 

“Dude, that actually happened?! You guys weren’t just bullshitting me?!” 

Dipper paid their comments no mind. If the jet was here, it could only mean one thing. 
It’s time. 


A sudden sound pierced through the chatter, breaking Dipper’s wide-eyed stupor. The sound 
was his phone’s ringtone, coming from his desk. He rushed back to it, fished his phone out of 
his bag, and saw the caller. 


It’s Mabel. 

“Mabel?” 

“Dipper? You’re seeing this, right?” 

Dipper glanced back at the jet. A grin formed on his features. “Oh, yes, definitely.” 


Mabel was silent for a considerable amount of time, before she spoke again, her voice smaller 
this time. “So... that means it’s happening now, right?” 


“Sure looks like it.” Dipper replied. 


“Wait, can we, though?” Mabel asked, her voice back up to peppy again. “I’m in class. 
You’re in class too, right?” 


“Well...” Dipper shot a glance to Mrs. Parker, who wore a look of absolute bewilderment, 
“are we really going to let a bunch of teachers stop us?” 


Mabel laughed. “Probably not.” She paused for a few moments. “Gotta pack my stuff, then. 
See you on the jet?” 


“See you on the jet.” 


Dipper ended the call. It was at this point that he finally noticed that every eye on the room 
was on him, all shooting him looks of wonder, confusion, and curiosity. He immediately 
decided he could get used to this type of attention. 


“Mason... d-do you... know what’s going on?” Mrs. Parker asked slowly. She no doubt 
caught the chatter going around between his classmates. 


Dipper knew that he shouldn’t gloat, that he shouldn’t flaunt his singular knowledge of what 
exactly was currently happening to the rest of the class. He didn’t even know if Agent Nein’s 
idea was approved or not; the jet arriving only meant that a decision has been made. 
However, surrounded by his baffled teacher and his similarly baffled - and some still 
recording - classmates, with a smug smile clear as day on his features, he’s quite certain he 
would be forgiven for milking this just a little. 


“Mrs. Parker, my fellow classmates,” Dipper started, packing his things into his bag as he 
spoke, “I am seriously sorry for interrupting the class. I know how important proper 
education must mean for all of you, so don’t worry, P11 be on my way in just a minute.” 


With that, Dipper zipped his bag closed, slung it over one shoulder, and commenced a 
confident stride towards the door. His classmates watched, silent as the grave, as he made his 
way to the front of the room. As he passed by the still-baffled Mrs. Parker, he paused, turning 
to address her. 


“T’m excusing myself, if that’s alright with you, Mrs. Parker.” 


Without waiting for a reply, Dipper continued forward to the door. He grasped the doorknob, 
swinging it open with deliberate dramatic flair. 


“M-Mason, where are you going?!” It seemed that Mrs. Parker had recovered enough to form 
a question. 


Dipper paused in the doorway. He looked over his shoulder to his teacher, to all of his 
classmates. The smug smile on his features transitioned to one of confidence. 


“My new job.” 


Those were his final words as he stepped through the doorway, slamming the door behind 
him. Dipper marched forward, proudly, confidently, towards his future. 


He managed about five more steps before he collapsed into a mess of squeals and giggles. 


Norman was surprised when he spotted someone sitting down across from him out of the 
comer of his eye at the lunch table, and he was even more surprised upon looking up to see 
that the person was none other than Alvin. The other people on the table looked similarly 
surprised; Neil, who was sitting next to Norman, frowned suspiciously at Alvin, while Salma, 
who was sitting across from Neil and was therefore sitting next to Alvin, gave him a side eye 
filled with disgust and a dash of confusion. Alvin, for his part, wore an unnaturally wide 
smile, one that all but says to Norman that he wanted to ask a favor or something. 


Norman decided to humor him nonetheless. “Hi, Alvin.” 


“And bye, Alvin.” Salma sharply cut in, adding to that by pointedly moving herself and her 
food tray a few inches away from him. 


Alvin, who was about to say something before Salma cut in, took a moment to send her a 
glare, before turning back to Norman with that unnatural smile. “Hello to you too, Norman! 
Norman, my best buddy, my pal, my main man. Say, you did something with your hair, 
Norman? Use a new gel or something? Because, I gotta say, it’s looking on point today.” 


“Alvin, go sit somewhere else.” Neil piped in with a frown, both hands on his hips. He 
continued on, with a hint of smugness in his voice, “This table is for cool nerds only.” 


Alvin’s eyes darted over to Neil, and narrowed. “Zip it, muffin top.” 


Norman, who had so far kept a neutral expression, let his eyebrows drop, turning his 
expression into one of disappointment. 


Alvin quickly switched gears back to his ‘happy’ face. “I mean, can’t a guy catch up with his 
best buddy even for just a little bit? Seriously, it’s been a while since we just hung around and 
chill out, y know? What happened, man? We used to be tight, bro.” 


Norman sighed. This is getting unbearable. 


“Alvin, for the last time, I’m not asking the ghost of my dead grandma to see if my sister has 
a porn stash in her room.” 


Seeing the reactions around the table was interesting. Neil looks shocked, but the fact that he 
almost laughed at the absurdity of it didn’t escape Norman’s notice. The disgust on Salma’s 
face multiplied by at least ten as she shifted further away from Alvin. Meanwhile, Alvin at 
least had the decency to blush and stammer for a few moments. 


“I- That- I don’t- No, this isn’t, uh, about that, not anymore.” He chuckled nervously. “I 
kinda... already know the answer to that. Kinda.” 


Norman didn’t miss the pained expression that Alvin had for a moment, as well as the fact 
that he moved his left hand under the table. Norman had to admit, the mental image of 
Courtney absolutely nailing Alvin with a kick to that fragile area made him smile. 


“Look, this one’s different, okay? Come on, Norman, please? Do your old pal a favor?” Alvin 
clasped his hands together, making a face that Norman guessed must have intended to be 
cute, but it really just looked unnerving. 


Norman rolled his eyes. “Fine. What is it?” he finally said, relenting. For now, he’d listen to 
Alvin’s request. If it turned out to be something completely out of line, which it most likely 
would be, he could always decline. 


“Awesome!” Alvin grinned, showing off just how much he cared about his dental hygiene, 
and leaned forward. Norman instinctively leaned back. “So, there’s this chick, right? Her 
name’s Natasha; red hair, supermodel face, smokin’ hot bod, and an absolutely fine pair of-” 


“Alvin.” 


“Right, so, she’s got a diary, see? What I’m asking you is, could you maybe ask your 
grandma to take a peek in her diary and see what kind of guys she’s into?” 


Norman stared, completely silent, not because he didn’t have anything to say, but rather 
because there were too many things to say. Both Neil and Salma seemed to share his thoughts 
judging from how they too had been rendered speechless. 


“Stuff like that has gotta be in her diary. That’s a thing that girls do, right?” Alvin obliviously 
continued, still grinning. 


Salma was the first to break the silence. “Disgusting.” was all that she said before she rose 
from her seat, picked up her food tray, and briskly walked away from the table. Norman 
spotted Neil watching her go with a strangely disappointed pout, while Alvin didn’t seem to 
even notice that Salma had left at all. 


“Dude. Gross.” Neil was the next to speak. The expression on his face matched his words 
quite well. 


Norman considered his words - not his decision because he already decided - and spoke. 
“Well, this one is different... but it’s still just as bad as the last one.” 


Alvin smiled at the beginning of that sentence, but his face fell by the time it ended. “So...?” 
he still asked, much to Norman’s exasperation. 


Norman sighed. “So, you can go ask my grandma yourself.” he replied, turning his attention 
back to his lunch. 


“Oh, okay then. Cool.” Norman heard Alvin say. It took Alvin an embarrassingly long five 
seconds before he followed it up with an indignant, “Hey, wait a minute!” 


Beside him, Neil snickered and nudged him with an elbow. Norman himself struggled not to 
smile, choosing to hide it by taking a spoonful of baked beans into his mouth. Neil joined 
him in eating their lunch again, leaving Alvin to blather on some more on his own. A few 
minutes passed, with Alvin still talking somehow, though Norman had already tuned him out 
long ago. Instead, he focused on the ambient noises of the cafeteria, on the clinks of 
silverware and the lively chatter of students. 


However, through all the noise, he caught a strange stirring to his left, just outside his vision. 
Norman turned towards that direction, spotting a fully-seated table engaged in a conversation 
with a kid who looked like she just entered the cafeteria after a marathon. The standing kid 
spoke - Norman’s not close enough to make out what she’s saying - in a frantic manner, and it 
seemed to be contagious, as the table quickly started talking amongst themselves in that same 
manner. Before long, the kid seemed to motion for the others to follow her, before darting out 
of the cafeteria. The kids at the table wasted no time to follow her out. Then, it began to 
spread to the other tables. Norman presumed the tables around them overheard the 
conversation and began frantically talking themselves. It didn’t take long for them to leave 
the cafeteria as well, and it kept spreading, until students were leaving the cafeteria by the 
dozen. 


“Neil.” Norman said simply, his eyes not leaving the crowd milling out. 
Neil looked up at Norman, followed Norman’s line of sight, and was similarly befuddled. 
The two shared a look, nodded, and both rose from their seat. 


Norman and Neil followed the moving crowd, Norman barely noticing that Alvin decided to 
tail them for some reason. The crowd moved through the school, every person in it seemingly 
wanting to push and rush their way through, though the sheer number of people in the crowd 
meant that it could only move in a slow pace. Norman realized that the crowd was headed 
towards the school’s front yard. A likely possibility of what could cause this kind of crowd 
came to mind, but Norman reserved that thought for now. It could be something else. 


The two eventually reached the front yard. Neil’s jaw immediately dropped. Norman looked 
on silently, unsure on how to feel for being right. 


In front of them, hovering a few dozen meters above the front yard, was a sleek jet colored 
white and turquoise, which would be considered a fairly normal-looking jet if not for the 
almost disk-shaped device fitted at the bottom of the jet near its tail end, humming with 
power and glowing a bright purple. It’s a jet that both of them were very familiar with. 


Its arrival could only mean one thing. 


“Whoa, wait, so it’s happening now? So soon?” Neil voiced out, looking back and forth 
between the jet and Norman. 


Norman simply shrugged. “I guess...” 


Neil sighed, eyes downcast, shoulders slumped, but he quickly put on a face of 
determination. “Well... let’s do it then.” 


Norman smiled upon seeing how fast Neil could bounce back from a funk, and he nodded. 
Together, they began pushing their way through the crowd. 


As they got closer to the jet, they realized that the crowd had parted to form a small circle 
near the jet, and in the middle of that circle, stood a woman that Norman didn’t recognize, 
but the uniform she wore gave away the fact that was a Psychonaut agent. The agent 
addressed the crowd; her voice ringing clearly throughout the yard. 


“T’m asking you all again; I am looking for a Norman Babcock and a Neil Downe. Has any of 
you seen them at all today?” 


Neil jumped, raising his hand. “That’s us!” 


The crowd around Norman and Neil parted almost instantly. On one hand, it made getting 
closer to the agent a lot easier, but on the other hand, Norman could do without the stares of 
almost the entire school focused on him. Neil didn’t seem perturbed at all by the attention, 
marching forward confidently to meet the agent. Norman followed behind him quietly. 


The agent crossed her arms as they approached. “You two are Norman Babcock and Neil 
Downe?” she asked, eyebrow raised. 


“Yup! This is Norman,” Neil patted Norman’s shoulder, before he motioned to himself, “and 
Pm Neil.” 


The agent stiffly nodded, still staring at them intensely. Suddenly, for a few seconds Norman 
felt that familiar but still bizarre feeling of a psychic reading his surface thoughts, one that 
felt like the insides of your skull was getting tickled by dozens of feathers. 


The sensation passed, and the agent smiled in satisfaction. “Looks like you are. It’s a pleasure 
to meet you two. I’m Agent Danvers, and I’ve been sent here to collect you.” 


“Now, if there’s nothing else you need to do here first, I’ve been ordered to return as soon as 
possible.” Agent Danvers explained, looking expectantly at the duo. 


The two shared a questioning look with each other. “Is there anything we need to do first?” 
Norman asked. 


“Lunch, maybe?” Neil gestured at the school building with a hand. “We were kinda in the 
middle of that.” 


“I mean, we could do that on the way.” Norman shrugged. He didn’t care about lunch all that 
much. He lost his appetite the moment he saw the jet. 


“Done.” Agent Danvers suddenly cut in. She reached an arm out and flicked her wrist. 


From the far back of the crowd, Norman began hearing yelps and gasps of surprise, making 
its way closer and closer towards them. Norman spotted a pair of flying cafeteria trays 
floating past above the crowd, the trays eventually coming to a stop to hover in front of the 
two. Norman had to pause, surprised; this was their exact trays from before, not just some 
random ones from the cafeteria. 


The trays dropped. Norman and Neil quickly caught them. 
Norman breathed out sharply. “Guess we’re all set then.” he said slowly. 
“Affirmative. Better hang on tight to those trays.” 


Before Norman even realized it, his feet had left the ground as the agent and both he and Neil 
slowly levitated up towards the jet. As if broken from a trance, the silent crowd suddenly 
exploded into a chaotic chorus of murmurs and shouts. 


“See you all later!” Neil called out to the people below, while, to Norman’s amusement, 
waving his hand. 


“We’re gonna become superheroes!” 


“It’s already time?” 
Raz nodded vigorously. “Mhm, yeah.” 


Augustus was silent for so long, Raz briefly worried that the call had disconnected. 
“Razputin, this is very sudden.” he eventually said. 


“Oh, yeah.” Calling this ‘sudden’ was a bit of an understatement. It’s been slightly over a 
month since that surreal day, but it still felt like it just happened yesterday. 


“This is... this is a huge step for you, Razputin. Are you sure you’ re ready for it?” Augustus 
asked, his voice laced with concern. 


Raz glanced to the side, at the metal door with the Psychonauts symbol emblazoned on it, the 
same door that he entered over a month ago. He expected to feel doubt and anxiety upon 
looking at it, and while he still felt them, he found that they were massively overshadowed by 
a sense of anticipation and eagerness. 


“I am. I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.” 


“Of course, of course you are.” his father chuckled. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to burst your 
bubble. I’m just an old man worried for his son.” 


Raz smiled. “Dad, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You know I can take care of myself. If 
and when I can’t, then my team’s got my back.” 


“T know, I know. Like I said, just a worried old man.” Augustus sighed, not saying a word for 
a few moments. “Then, I suppose I wish you luck, son.” 


“Thanks, Dad.” Raz’s smile grew wider. He didn’t need his powers to know that his father 
genuinely meant that. He could barely believe there was a time in his life when he thought his 
father hated him. 


“Oh, wait, what am I thinking,” his father said, accompanied by the sound of a door being 
opened, “we should all wish you luck together, as a family! Donatella, come here!” 


Raz chuckled. “Dad, you don’t have to, it’s-” 


“Dion, Frazie, come down here! Come wish your little brother good luck, he’s getting a 
promotion!” 


Raz glanced nervously at the metal door. “No, Dad, seriously, I kinda have to-” 


“Ah, here’s Queepie! Queepie, come say good luck to- wait, what are you holding?” There’s 
suddenly a sound of glass breaking, followed by rapid footsteps going away from the phone. 
“Queepie, I thought we agreed, knives are not toys until you’re at least eight!” 


“Loveyoudadbye!” Raz took the opportunity to quickly end the call. He had to chuckle to 
himself in amusement; looks like his dad was in for another normal day at the Aquato 
caravan. 


Raz put his phone away, faced the metal door, took a deep breath, and put on a face that was 
altogether more serious than before. This was it. After a wait that was significantly shorter 
than he expected, this is the moment that he’d been waiting for. Whatever happens in that 
room will decide the future for both him and his friends. Whatever happens in that room, 
things will never be the same again. 


The door slid open. Raz marched forward with no hesitation. 


The meeting room was laid out exactly like how Raz remembered it. Large screen on the wall 
displaying a world map, banners bearing the symbols of the divisions within Psychonauts, 
and a large round table at the center of the room, with eight chairs on one side and, to Raz’s 
surprise, three chairs on the other side. Adding to his surprise was the fact that seven of the 
eight chairs were already occupied. 


Coraline swiveled around in her chair upon hearing the door sliding open, tensing up, but 
upon seeing that the person entering the room was just Raz, she relaxed again. 


“Took you long enough.” Lili called out with a smirk. 


“Yeah, sorry. Called my dad to let him know and it ran a little late.” Raz replied, shrugging. 
He moved to the only empty chair left, the one between Coraline and Lili, and sat down. 


The Mystery Kids were currently seated in the same arrangement as they did last month 
when Agent Nein first told them of his idea, which Coraline found to be a little weird. 


Coraline turned to Raz. Now that he’s here, she could finally drill him for some answers. “So, 
Aquato, didn’t that Nein guy said it’s gonna take months for this idea of his to go through?” 


Raz saw the look on Coraline’s face, and nodded slowly and carefully. “Yeah, that’s what 
Sasha said.” 


“Months.” Coraline narrowed her eyes. “Plural. You know, as in more than one?” 


Raz quickly put his hands up defensively. “Hey, if you got any complaints, don’t shoot them 
at me. I don’t know squat.” He pointed a finger at his girlfriend. “If anything, you should be 
asking that to Lili.” 


“Hey!” Lili voiced out indignantly. Coraline moved her narrowed eyes over to Lili, but just as 
she thought, Lili was barely affected by it. 


“Well, your dad is the one deciding all of this, Lil.” Raz reasoned. Lili’s expression darkened, 
and Coraline wouldn’t have been surprised if Raz’s ass was to spontaneously combust. 


However, to Coraline’s surprise and mild disappointment, Lili was quickly deep in thought. 
“T guess, maybe the council didn’t have anything else to do, so Sasha’s idea got moved up?” 
she sighed. “I don’t know. Stop asking me stuff like that. I told you, we don’t talk about work 
when we’re together.” 


“Or maybe,” Dipper cut in, looking far too chipper in this situation than Coraline was 
comfortable with, “the Psychonauts need this team a lot more than we thought.” 


“Can’t say we can blame ‘em. We are pretty great.” Mabel added. Coraline didn’t know what 
happened between her and her brother since she last met her in person, but she looked a lot 
more enthusiastic about this idea than she was a month ago. 


“Well, that’s a great thought.” Coraline dryly remarked. “The all-powerful psychic 
organization apparently needs us real bad.” 


The room went quiet after that, the energy between them dwindling. Coraline kind of felt bad 
for bringing that thought onto the table. She understood; this was supposed to be exciting and 
all that, but still... 


“Anyway,” Raz spoke up, and somehow he brought the energy back to the room, “what’s 
been happening with you all? Our Skype group’s been pretty quiet lately.” 


Nobody responded right away, but Coraline guessed that’s just because everyone knew the 
answer to that already. 


“We do have a lot to think about.” Norman calmly replied. Coraline nodded. That neatly 
summed up what her life had been like for the previous month. 


Raz was silent for a few moments, before slowly, with a low voice, he asked, “How’d it go 
with your parents?” 


There was a very noticeable shift in the room’s atmosphere as that subject was brought up. 
Coraline herself grimaced as the memories of that particular conversation with her parents 
came to the surface. That memory was just so great and pleasant to relive. In a way, Coraline 
was glad that she wasn’t the only one who had an absolute blast talking to their parents about 
it. 


“They agreed.” Coraline said simply. “Eventually.” 
Everyone’s answers had a similar flavor. 
“Eventually, yeah.” 

“They... said yes, I guess.” 

“Kind of.” 

“Not as bad as I was expecting.” 

“My parents gave me a hard no.” 


Coraline, along with everyone else in the room, turned their heads towards Neil, who had 
said that so nonchalantly. 


Neil returned everyone’s gaze and grinned. “But then they found out about how much I’m 
going to get paid for it. They switched over to a hard yes.” 


Everyone relaxed in their seats. Coraline couldn’t believe she actually fell for that. The stress 
must really be getting to her. 


“Yeah, the money.” Wybie chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “It definitely helped 
sweeten the deal with grandma. That kind of cash would help me and my grandma out a Jot.” 


That’s another strange situation brought upon by Agent Nein’s crazy idea. The Psychonauts 
wanted them to risk their lives to protect people, and they were willing to pay, quite literally, 
a very heavy price for it. If the idea goes through, then Coraline would be making more 
money than both of her parents combined. Technically, that would make her the breadwinner 
of the family, which was a very strange thing to think about. 


The conversation petered out after that, as they all left each other to their own thoughts. 
Coraline desperately wished someone would start another conversation. She didn’t care if it’s 
Raz and Lili getting all lovey-dovey and gross, or if it’s Dipper and Wybie nerding out and 
saying things she couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Hell, she’d even take Neil 
spontaneously doing a musical number at this point. Anything, anything at all, would be 
better than the silence. 


The silence meant time to process. The silence meant time to think. Time to think about how 
they could be minutes away from a decision that will change their lives forever. Time to think 
about all the dangers they would face and whether or not they would survive through it. Time 
to think about how scared she was, when she ran from Bill’s demons, when she was cornered 
with nowhere to go, when she felt claws piercing through her stomach, when she felt her own 
red blood coating her hand, when she tasted the blood in her mouth, when the world went 
dark, and there was so much blood, everywhere, and more blood, and more blood, and more- 


Coraline sucked in a breath. She clenched her fists, sharp nails digging into her palm. 
She is still out there. People and things like her are still out there. 

That is why she is here. That is why she is doing this. 

That is why the Mystery Kids are doing this. 


The sound of a door sliding open pierced the silence. If anyone asked, Coraline definitely did 
not jump at the sound. 


Recovering from not being startled, Coraline whipped around in her chair, with the rest of her 
friends quickly doing the same. Stepping through the door was a figure that Coraline knew all 
too well at this point. With his dark green jacket, a stony expression, and his eyes hidden 
behind a pair of dark-tinted glasses, the figure could only be Agent Sasha Nein. Coraline 
noted he was also carrying a small, metal briefcase. Entering the room after him was a 
woman, wearing clothes so colorful it could put Mabel’s sweaters to shame as well as a kind 
smile, which Coraline quickly recognized as Agent Milla Vodello. However, a third figure 
entered the room after Milla, one that Coraline never saw before. The man sported a long, 
thick beard, a dark green turtleneck sweater with a pin of the Psychonauts symbol, and 
carried himself with a sense of seniority. Coraline immediately decided she’s not very fond of 
the man. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Coraline spotted Raz and Lili rising to their feet. 
“Commander Zanotto?” 
“Dad?!” 


Huh. So that was apparently the Grand Head of the Psychonauts that she kept hearing about, 
as well as Lili’s dad. He didn’t quite fit the image that Coraline had in her head, but his looks 
still fit the position, she supposed. 


“I-I mean, Commander Zanotto,” Lili quickly added, visibly flustered, “w-what brings you 
here?” 


“At ease, agents.” Truman said with a motion of his hand. “I just thought I’d deliver the news 
myself. You can sit back down now.” 


Raz and Lili shared a confused glance, before they slowly sat back down on their seats. The 
three senior agents moved across the room, around the large meeting room table, and sat 


themselves down on the three chairs available on the opposite side of the table. Truman sat in 
the middle, while Sasha and Milla sat on his right and his left, respectively. 


“So. The Mystery Kids.” Truman began with a smile. “Sasha’s wonder children. Glad to 
finally meet you all in person.” 


Coraline had to bite back a retort. Sasha ’s wonder children? 


“Commander, with all due respect, these children are by no means mine.” Sasha quickly cut 
in. “I did not train them, I did not prepare them. I was simply lucky enough to stumble upon 
their brilliance.” 


“Diamonds in the rough, then.” Truman stated. His gaze swept through them all, and for a 
split second, Coraline felt a tickle on the inside of her skull. 


“Yes, and just like diamonds, they have endured so much to be who they are right now.” 
Milla added with a smile directed at all of them. Coraline supposed it was normal to feel 
flattered, but she wasn’t going to let them know that without reading her mind. 


“T can see that.” Truman replied, nodding thoughtfully. “Of course, I have read your files 
thoroughly. I know the things that have happened to you all and the things that you all have 
accomplished.” 


Coraline couldn’t help but squirm just a tiny bit. She’s still not comfortable with the fact that 
the Psychonauts have files about her and her friends. She felt strangely glad that she wasn’t 
alone, as she spotted Wybie and Norman with looks of discomfort as well. 


“Not to mention, my daughter can’t seem to stop talking about her new teammates.” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow, leaning forward, suddenly extremely invested in where this 
conversation was going. She, along with the others, turned their attention to Lili, whose 
cheeks are starting to gain a vivid shade of red. 


“Really?” Coraline had to actively stop her smile from looking too mischievous. “What sort 
of thing does she talk about, Commander?” 


“Well, she decided to try out scrapbooking, which was very surprising coming for her. 
Apparently it’s because she saw one of you do it and she thought it looked interesting.” 


Coraline heard Neil let out a surprised, high-pitched, “Wait, what?!” Lili had resorted to 
burying her face in her hands. 


“Also, she recently became obsessed with this cartoon show, and she said it was because one 
of you introduced it to her. If I recall correctly, it was... Mabel?” 


Mabel jumped out of her seat, audibly gasping in absolute joy. 


Coraline decided she liked Truman after all. 


“Commander Zanotto.” Lili looked up, her face so red Coraline had to hold back a laugh. 
“I’m sure you have a busy schedule, being the Commander, so can we just cut to the chase? 
Please?” At that point, seeing Lili as just a girl with an amazingly embarrassing dad, 
Coraline’s perspective of her changed drastically. She also felt a strange sense of empathy 
towards Lili. 


Not that it’s going to stop her from taking this as far as it could go. “Well, especially since 
you are the Commander, I’m sure you can just reschedule your meetings and stuff.” Coraline 
said with an innocent smile. “Please, you can talk about Lili for as long as you want. I’m sure 
none of us would mind.” 


From the corner of her eye, she could see Lili sending her a glare that just screamed murder. 
She also heard a message play in her head. 


I. Will. Murder you. 
Coraline kept her innocent smile. 


Truman chuckled. “And you must be Coraline Jones.” He smiled, and Coraline could tell it 
was genuine. “She talks about you the most.” 


Coraline blinked, feeling warmth rising to her cheeks. She hoped she’s not visibly blushing. 
“She does?” 


“Yes.” Truman nodded. He looked evidently amused by the whole exchange. “She has a lot 
to say about you, Miss Jones.” 


Coraline chanced a glance at Lili, seeing that now she had averted her gaze to stare at the 
floor, still blushing. Coraline let herself smile just a bit. 


“Or, I suppose now I should refer to you as Agent Jones.” 


Coraline froze. Lili froze. The others froze. Sasha cracked a smile. Milla casted her gaze 
downwards. Truman held his head up higher. Time itself seemed to stop in the room. 


She was pretty sure her heart skipped a beat. 
“C-come again?” She heard Neil squeak out. 
Truman stood up. Sasha and Milla rose with him. 
“All rise.” 


Coraline was on her feet before she even realized it. In the corner of her eyes, she saw her 
friends rising as well, some a bit later than others, but eventually all of the Mystery Kids 
were on their feet. Coraline clenched and unclenched her fists. 


This is it. 


Truman glanced at Sasha. Sasha returned the glance and nodded. With a motion of his hand, 
the metal briefcase Coraline noticed floated up into view, before it gently settled on the table 
in front of him. Another motion of his hand, and the briefcase slid left, coming to a stop in 
front of Truman. There was a quiet click. The briefcase swung open facing them, revealing to 
them its contents. 


Badges. Two rows of them, with four on each row. Each of them looked to be about the size 
of a human palm, round, colored mostly dark purple with a touch of black, and the 
centerpiece of it all, a pair of letters, curved, and highly stylized; an ‘M’ and a ‘K’. 


Eight Mystery Kids badges. 


‘Prepare your mind’. That is what people in my position usually say in occasions like this.” 
Truman began. “I can’t help but think that that phrase might not fit in this case, for many 
reasons. The Psychonauts have prepared our minds against supernatural threats for decades 
since we were founded, and we will continue to prepare our minds for the years to come, but 
clearly we alone are no longer enough. The bitter reality of today is that we cannot protect the 
public from the ugly truth.” 


Truman closed his eyes, and it was suddenly painfully visible that the years had taken a toll 
on him. 


“That the world is vast, dark, and full of horrors.” 
Truman’s eyes opened, and it was suddenly alive with determination. 


“If we can’t protect the world by ourselves, then we need the help from those who can. Agent 
Nein, one of my most trusted agents, believes that you are the people we are looking for. 
After much deliberation, the council has decided to take a leap of faith.” 


The badges floated out of the briefcase and arranged themselves in a line on the table. 
“Now, it is time for you to make yours.” 


The badges slid across the table, each one coming to a stop in front of each member of the 
Mystery Kids. 


“Once you take that badge, you have entered a path few are brave enough to walk, and even 
fewer have reached its end. It’s teeming with peril, danger, and terror.” 


Coraline stared down at the badge, the polished dark purple metal seemingly not reflecting 
the light of the meeting room casting down upon it. 


“Once you take that badge, you have sworn yourselves to stay in the dark to protect the 
light.” 


A moment passed in absolute stillness. The next moment was a blur, and yet at the same time 
she saw everything with perfect clarity. 


Dipper and Raz were the first ones to take it. They reached for it almost frantically, as if the 
badges would disappear if they didn’t take hold of it fast enough. Lili was next, delicately 
taking her badge like it was some sort of priceless artifact. Wybie, Norman, and Neil took 
theirs almost at the same time. Mabel reached for her badge, slowly at first, even stopping for 
a moment, but then her expression hardened, and she picked up the badge with renewed 
gusto. Coraline realized she was the only one without a badge in hand, and only then her 
hand began moving. It was slow; with her stopping and starting again multiple times, until 
eventually she shut her eyes tight and, screaming in her head, shot a hand forward. 


The cold metal felt almost painful in her hand, as if it burned. She let out a breath she didn’t 
even realize she was holding this entire time. Her eyes slowly opened. The sight of her 
fingers curled around that badge looked surreal. Like it came from a dream, or maybe even a 
nightmare. But that image was very real. From now on, it’s her reality. 


Coraline clutched the badge close to her chest, and she turned her gaze forward. 
Truman smiled. 


“Mystery Kids, it is a great honor and pleasure to officially induct you as an associate of the 
Psychonauts organization. I look forward to working together with all of you.” 


The silence that followed felt awkward almost. Coraline looked around at her friends, and 
judging from the looks on their faces, just like her, they had no idea how to react. 


“Go on.” Truman motioned at them with his hand, still smiling. “You’re young. Celebrate.” 


Silence still covered the room for the next few seconds. It wasn’t until Dipper wrapped 
Mabel in a tight hug, jumping and squealing out loud, that the room exploded into a blur of 
people, movement, and sounds. 


Coraline heard Mabel’s voice joining her brother’s in an ever rising crescendo. She saw Neil, 
laughing, hugging Norman, also laughing, from behind. She saw Raz and Dipper high-fiving 
each other with the biggest, stupidest grin on their faces. She bumped her fist with Raz’s at 
some point. Someone kissed her cheek, and she wasn’t sure if it was either Wybie or Lili. 
Maybe it was both. She felt the dread and worry making her chest heavy disappear bit by bit, 
until she really joined the celebration in earnest. 


At some point, Truman started talking again. She was still too swept up in the celebration to 
properly listen in, and when she spotted Dipper had actually calmed down and was now 
listening intently to Truman, she stopped caring entirely. The only thing she caught was that 
Sasha and Milla will act as their supervisor and liaison to the Psychonauts. After that, she 
vaguely heard him talk about budgets, schedules, something about facilities, recruitment of 
additional members, a base of operations, clearance to access- 


“Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, what?” Dipper cut in. “Mind rewinding back to that part before 
the base?” 


Coraline paused in her celebrations, quickly followed by the rest of her friends. Even in her 
overstimulated state of mind, she was still pretty sure she heard something that nagged at the 


back of her mind. 
“Recruitment of additional members?” Truman repeated, raising an eyebrow. 


Coraline’s eyes widened. 
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Dipper proceeded to perfectly sum up what everyone surely felt. “Yeah, that. That’s- what? 
“Commander, what do you mean by ‘new members’?” Raz asked, stepping forward. 
Truman casted a confused glance towards Sasha. “You didn’t tell them?” 


“I thought I did.” Sasha replied, before his attention turned towards the group. “Children, you 
do recall that I specifically mentioned the eight of you will be this team’s founding 
members?” 


“Darlings, you surely didn’t think we would give this monumental task on just the eight of 
you, did you?” Milla chimed in. “That would be far too much of a burden to bear.” 


Coraline was stunned, as were the rest of the Mystery Kids. Relief washed over her, despite 
the shock, knowing that there would be more beyond the Psychonauts that would help them. 
But, at the same time, as she glanced around at the weird bunch that had become her closest 
friends, would that even be possible? Who would they even ‘recruit’? Besides the eight 
people in this room, there was only one other person she could think of that could handle 
supernatural threats. That’s not a very large recruitment pool. 


“In fact,” Sasha continued, picking up a remote, “we already picked out a few that shows 
tremendous potential.” 


Sasha turned around to face the world map displayed behind him and pressed a button. Blue 
dots started appearing on the map, complete with the names of the locations they represent. 
Coraline felt a twinge of disappointment when new dots stopped appearing after the fifth one 
- that number was nothing compared to the hundreds of red dots she saw last month - but 
nonetheless she was intrigued. 


The Mystery Kids collectively rushed around the large meeting room table to get closer to the 
display monitor. They took in the names of the locations, where people like them exist, at 
least according to the Psychonauts. 


“Any of them caught your interest?” Sasha asked. 


Coraline and Raz shared a knowing look. She was not familiar with the names of most of the 
places shown on the map, but one in particular stuck out for her. It must have stuck out for 
everyone in the room. 


“That one.” Raz pointed to the dot in question, located in central USA. 
Sasha chuckled lightly. “I had a feeling that would be your first pick.” 


“Well, he is kinda world-famous.” Wybie reasoned. 


Sasha nodded, humming in affirmation. 


“First things first, we have a lot of business to take care of right here.” Truman spoke. “But, 
once we are finished, just say the word and we’ll have a jet ready to transport you there.” 


Coraline rolled her eyes. She imagined the ‘business’ must involve mountains of paperwork, 
or some variation of it. What an excellent way to move on after the rush she went through. 
Although, once they were done... 


Coraline stared up at the map again. 


“Amity Park, here we come.” 
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Norman shined the flashlight down the dark cave. He could no longer see Coraline, or Raz, 
or any of his friends who had dived into the darkness of the cave, spotting only the footprints 
they left behind on the cave’s somewhat muddy surface. Though, if he held his breath, he 
could still barely hear their footfalls echoing through the cavern walls, growing fainter by the 
second. Just like Dipper thought, this unassuming cave stretched far deeper than people 
thought. 


“Making good progress, Norman.” Raz’s voice crackled through the walkie-talkie. “How’s it 
going with that net?” 


Norman glanced behind him, where Dipper knelt down a few feet away from him, currently 
busy untangling the massive net they brought with them for this hunt. 


“Looking good so far. We’ll get it ready on time.” Norman replied to the walkie-talkie. 


“It better be.” The walkie-talkie crackled again, this time with Coraline’s voice. She sounded 
like she was trying to keep her voice as low as possible. “We spent way too long trying to 
track this thing. I don’t want it slipping away now.” 


“We’ll do our best, Coraline.” Norman said. He hoped that sounded reassuring enough. 


“Okay, radio silence from here on out. We don’t want to spook this thing.” Raz ordered. 
“Don’t worry, guys. We’ll catch this... nin-jan for sure.” 


“Ningen.” Dipper sharply cut in. 
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Raz chuckled. “Right. Radio silence, starting... now. 


The walkie-talkie crackled into silence. Norman pocketed it for the time being. He turned his 
flashlight off and put that in his pocket as well. He then walked over to Dipper to offer help 
with the net. 


The Ningen was indeed their suspected quarry of the day. After hearing several rumors and 
reports of some sort of massive, white-skinned, long-limbed creature rising out of the river to 
lay waste to riverside lumber mills, a quick look at the journal singled out the Ningen as the 
most likely suspect. The Mystery Kids launched an investigation and deduced several 
probable locations that the creature could call home. Further investigation pointed the 
Mystery Kids to this very cave, and a plan was quickly devised. 


Coraline, Raz, Mabel, Lili, Wybie, and Neil were to enter the cave and attempt to capture the 
creature by hand, while Norman and Dipper were to stay behind and set up a massive net at 
the cave’s entrance in case the Ningen managed to slip by Coraline’s group. Dipper wasn’t 
happy with being left behind like that, but Norman was excited at the prospect of spending 
some time alone with Dipper. He never told anyone, especially not to Dipper, but he always 
liked talking, playing, or even just being around Dipper. He might have an idea why he felt 
that way. 


Though, if there was one thing that bothered him about this plan, it was the fact that so far 
most Ningen sightings took place in the Antarctic Ocean. The chances for the creature to be 
found in an Oregonian forest was highly unlikely. 


When asked, Dipper only offered a shrug. “This is Gravity Falls.” He reasoned. 


Setting up the net took a solid ten minutes and no small amount of effort, but working 
together they eventually finished their task. Dipper panted and Norman wiped the sweat off 
of his brow as they both took a step back to admire their work. 


“Looks solid.” Norman commented. Dipper hummed in affirmation. 


Norman looked over at Dipper, finding his friend’s face twisted into an annoyed frown. “You 
know, after hearing me say it at least a hundred times, you’d think Raz would know how to 
say ‘Ningen’ properly by now.” Dipper grumbled. 


Norman found that he couldn’t help but smile at Dipper. “You do know he’s doing it to mess 
with you, right?” 


Dipper crossed his arms and averted his gaze. “Maybe.” He said with a pout. “You never 
know with that guy.” 


Norman chuckled. He couldn’t explain why, but seeing Dipper act like he did was strangely 
adorable. Dipper, for his part, shot him a quick look of annoyance, before he briskly walked 
over to a nearby fallen log and sat down on it with a huff. 


Norman walked over closer to him. “Are you still pissed about getting left behind?” 


“Look, I’m the one that figured out that this thing is a Ningen in the first place, so I think I 
have a right to be a bit miffed about getting benched.” Dipper ended with a huff. He glanced 
up at Norman. “I mean, I know this is an important part of the plan and all, but it’s just... this 
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“Not very Indiana Jones?” Norman cut in, raising an eyebrow. 


Dipper sighed. “Basically, yeah.” 


Norman moved to sit beside Dipper. “I think this is kinda nice.” he said. “I feel like we go 
chasing after some weird monster a dozen times a week, so this is a nice change of pace, and 
we... we...” Norman paused, deliberating whether or not he should risk saying what he 
wanted to say. Dipper turned his head, looking at him expectantly. Gathering his courage, 
Norman decided to push forward. “We get to spend some time together, just the two of us. 
I... I like that.” 


Norman watched Dipper’s reaction very carefully. First, Dipper’s eyes widened. His relaxed 
posture changed into something much more rigid. He averted his gaze to the ground, all the 
while awkwardly fiddling with the tips of his fingers. Norman might just be seeing what he 
wanted to see, but he was pretty sure Dipper’s cheeks gained the slightest shade of red. 


Taking in a deep breath, Norman decided to risk it even further. 
“D-do you... like... spending time with me?” 


The silence that followed seemed to stretch for an eternity. Eventually, much to Norman’s 
relief, Dipper opened his mouth to speak. 


“Yeah, sure! But, you know, I mean... Well, I-“ 
“Norman! Dipper!” 


Raz’s voice suddenly crackled through both of their walkie-talkies. Dipper yelped. Norman 
almost jumped. He recovered quickly, immediately pulling the device from his pocket. From 
the corner of his eye, he spotted Dipper swiftly doing the same. He desperately wanted the 
conversation to continue, but he had to admit the current situation was far more urgent. Raz’s 
voice sounded panicked, and to his alarm, he could even hear what sounded like crumbling 
stone in the background. 


“It’s coming your way! Get ready!” 


Both Norman and Dipper were on their feet in an instant. They sprinted over to the mouth of 
the cave as fast as their legs could carry them. 


“Did we get it right? Is it really a Ningen?” Dipper practically yelled to his walkie-talkie as 
he ran. 


“Yeah! It’s big, it’s nasty, it’s- oh, crap!” Raz’s exclamation was followed with the deafening 
sound of falling rocks, before the line suddenly went silent. 


Norman immediately feared the worst. “Raz? Raz?!” 


Lili’s voice came through the line. “Don’t worry, he’s fine. He just needs a new walkie- 
talkie.” There was a pause as she panted heavily. “Listen, this thing is fast. We’re having a 
hard time keeping up, so you two need to hold this thing for as long as you can. Got it?” 


Norman and Dipper shared a look of determination. “Got it.” 


The two quickly positioned themselves on either side of the cave’s mouth, just like they had 
planned, and waited. Seconds passed, until eventually they started feeling rapid, rhythmic 
vibrations through the earth, accompanied by rumblings they could hear in the distance. 
Norman had been through enough hunts to know what those were; a sure sign of something 
massive approaching. As the vibrations grew stronger and the rumbling grew closer, a base 
instinct at the back of Norman’s mind screamed at him to turn tail and run, but he pushed it 
down with practiced ease. Now was no time to run. 


Now, the hunt is on. 


Something white and massive launched itself out of the mouth of the cave, immediately 
getting itself tangled up in the net. It managed a few feet forward, before it stumbled and fell 
into a crumpled heap. It didn’t give up so easily, as it began to thrash wildly on the ground. 
Norman and Dipper quickly rushed to its side, grabbing the net and doing their best to keep 
the creature grounded. It was at this point that Norman got his first clear look at the creature. 


It was indeed massive; it’s pure white-colored form reaching roughly twenty feet in length. 
Its body reminded Norman of a whale, round and bloated, with a pair of long, gangly arms 
growing out of its side, ending on near-humanlike hands with sharp claws. It had no hind 
legs, only a tail that looked distinctly mermaid-like. However, it’s most striking, and 
disturbing, feature was the face. It looked disturbingly close to a human’s, with sunken eyes 
and a row of freakishly human set of teeth, though it lacked a nose and a visible pair of ears. 


On the other side of the creature, Norman spotted Dipper sending him a grin despite the 
visible strain of holding the creature in place. He would have done the same, but trying to 
contain the thrashing creature took all of his effort and focus. Thankfully, the creature seemed 
to calm down after a few intense moments. 


Norman sent a weak smile over to Dipper. “I think we got it.” 


Suddenly, the Ningen jerked forward. It opened its mouth, shooting out a stream of white air. 
The parts of the net caught in the stream were immediately frozen solid. It reared back and 
launched forward, shattering the frozen net into a million pieces. Norman could barely 
believe it. In the blink of an eye, the Ningen had freed itself. 


Norman slowly backed away from it, signaling Dipper to do the same. Quickly looking over, 
Norman was relieved to see Dipper backing away from it as well. The Ningen eyed the two 
for a moment, before it slammed both of its gangly arms to the dirt and used them as leverage 
to spin around to face the cave’s entrance. It opened its mouth, reared back, and jerked 
forward, shooting out a jet of ice-cold air at the entrance. Within seconds, the entrance was 
entirely covered by a solid wall of ice. 


Norman shot Dipper a look of surprise. “It can do that?” 
“Apparently?” 


The Ningen spun around to face them again, and Norman found himself to be the focus of the 
creature’s sunken eyes. It crawled closer to him, its long arms digging into the dirt to drag its 
bloated body across the ground. Norman gulped, carefully backing away from it one step at a 


time, holding up a hand between him and the creature. With the net destroyed, Norman 
couldn’t think of any other way for them to contain the Ningen. Their only option now was to 
back away and flee. 


Norman frowned. That statement wasn’t completely true, he thought, as he felt that familiar 
spark of energy at his fingertips. He pushed the thought away, at least for now. He had vowed 
to only use it when absolutely necessary. 


Perhaps he could calm the creature down? 


“It’s okay. It’s okay. Calm down, now.” Norman gently spoke. “I’m not going to hurt you. 
You can calm down.” 


The Ningen still inched closer to him, but Norman could sense now it was more out of 
suspicion and curiosity, not out of malice. In return, Norman took a small step closer to it, 
still gently muttering words of calming. Spotting movement at the corner of his eye, Norman 
quickly glanced over to see Dipper approaching with a broken tree branch at the ready. His 
eyes widened in panic, silently signaling for Dipper to drop the tree branch and back away. 
The creature followed Norman’s gaze, its eyes darting to the side, before it bared its teeth, 
white mist forming at the corners of its mouth. Dipper, while visibly reluctant, finally 
complied, dropping the branch and taking a few cautious steps back. Relieved, Norman 
continued, taking another step forward, then another, and another, until his hand hovered 
inches above the creature’s head. 


“It’s okay. Not going to hurt you.” 
Gingerly, Norman lowered his hand. 


The Ningen’s skin felt slick and moist, almost like the skin of an eel, and cold to the touch. 
He nearly withdrew his hand out of reflex, just from how cold it was. 


Norman smiled in relief. ““You’re safe now.” 
What came next happened in an instant. 


The Ningen recoiled back in a blink of an eye, hissing, rising up to its full height. He heard 
Dipper’s alarmed voice calling out his name. He looked up just in time to see one of the 
creature’s claws streaking towards him. There was no time for him to react. Pain blazed 
across his torso as his feet were taken from under him. There was a fleeting moment of 
weightlessness as he felt the world spin, once, twice, before the ground knocked the wind out 
of him hard, and suddenly his world was reduced to the pain all over his body. 


His world stayed like that for what felt like an age, before his senses gradually returned to 
him. The first thing he noticed was how he laid prone on the ground. The second was the 
feeling of something wet and warm underneath his shirt and jacket. The third was a 
cacophony of voices, somewhat muffled, coming from his pocket. 


“What the hell is- is this ice?!” 


m? 


“Bro, what’s happening out there? 
“Break it! Break it now!” 


It took a moment for his pain-addled mind to recognize who those voices belong to. It took 
another moment for him to remember about the Ningen, Dipper, the plan, how it failed, and 
that Dipper was left alone with the creature. Fighting through the pain, he forced himself to 
rise to his feet. He looked up, and his heart dropped to his stomach. 


The Ningen had Dipper cornered against a tree. Dipper’s eyes darted around in panic, 
desperate for an escape. The creature snarled, a familiar white mist forming at the corners of 
its mouth. 


Norman had to do something, but what? Dipper was in danger, and the rest of his friends 
were trapped inside the cave. What could he possibly do? 


Energy sparked at his fingertips again, a strange reminder, but was that really his only option? 
He never wanted to subject anyone or anything to that pain. 


The Ningen reared back. 

There must be something else he could do. Something. Anything. Anything, but that. 
The Ningen opened its mouth. Ice-cold air shot out in a trail of white. 

Without hesitation, Norman held a hand out. 


The bolt of lightning struck the Ningen square in its bloated body. The creature was blasted a 
few feet away from Dipper. It howled in pain, thrashing wildly on the ground. Norman 
couldn’t help but flinch; he knew firsthand how painful those bolts were. Not wasting the 
opportunity, Norman hobbled over to put himself between the Ningen and Dipper, holding up 
a hand still crackling with lightning. He looked over his shoulder, and to his horror, saw 
Dipper curled into himself, shivering, bits of ice covering his skin. Even if he stopped the 
Ningen from fatally wounding Dipper, Norman still wasn’t fast enough to fully protect him 
from the creature’s ice breath. 


Norman turned his attention back to the Ningen, eyes alight with determination. Dipper was 
hurt because he hesitated. He won’t hesitate anymore. 


The Ningen had stopped flailing in pain. It now cautiously paced roughly ten feet away from 
them; the bolt visibly caused it to become more wary of the two. It tentatively placed a claw 
forward, and Norman quickly shot a bolt of lightning at the ground inches from the claw. It 
withdrew the claw, snarling. It tried again a few seconds later, with a different claw this time, 
but Norman was ready and shot another lightning bolt. It snarled again, this time actually 
crawling a few feet away from Norman. Norman stepped forward, shooting a few more 
lightning bolts at the ground near the creature, slowly but surely forcing the creature back. 
The Ningen hissed, and Norman spotted white mist at the corners of its mouth. Norman 
frowned; no doubt the creature was about to use its ice breath again. He knew what he had to 
do, but he genuinely do not want to harm the creature any more than what he already did. 


“F-fire...” Dipper’s voice called out, weak and shaky. 


Norman looked over his shoulder worriedly. “TI get you something warm in a bit, okay? 
Just... just, hang on.” 


“N-no...” Dipper raised his head to meet Norman’s gaze. “I-it lives... the A-Antarctic... m- 
maybe it... h-hates h-heat...” 


Norman turned his gaze at the Ningen. Was that why it reacted so violently to being touched, 
because Norman’s natural body heat harmed it? That would make sense. 


Norman scanned the treetops, quickly spotting a tree branch with an abundance of dry leaves 
situated just above the Ningen. 


“Sorry about this.” 


Norman shot a bolt upwards at the branch’s base. The branch crashed to the ground, making 
the Ningen flinch and recoil. A second, more sustained bolt of lightning struck the downed 
tree branch, and it only took a few seconds for the branch to burst into flames. The creature 
shrieked, practically leaping away from the newly-formed flame, before it finally, to 
Norman’s relief, slinked away into the tree line. 


Norman felt like he could collapse right then and there. The rush had subsided, and the pain 
he felt came back in full force. He gingerly placed a hand on his chest, and just like he 
thought, the blow definitely left some bruises. Maybe even drew some blood as well. He 
looked over at Dipper, and while he still appeared worse for wear, the heat coming from the 
fire seemed to be a welcome relief for him. 


The sudden sound of something shattering caused Norman to jump, but he immediately 
relaxed when he realized it was the sound of the wall of ice sealing the cave shattering, a 
large, ethereal, orange fist bursting through it. The hand dispersed into thin air, and Raz was 
the first to scramble out of the cave. 


“What happened?! Where’s- whoa.” Raz stopped dead in his tracks, staring wide-eyed at 
Norman. The rest of the group scrambled out of the cave after Raz, and they similarly 
stopped and stared at Norman. Norman stared back in confusion, until he looked down and 
realized his arm was still crackling with lightning. 


He realized just how drained he felt. “I... I drove it off.” was all Norman could say. 


Mabel was the first to break out of her stupor with an exclamation of, “Oh my god, Dipper!” 
She rushed over to her brother’s side, enveloping him in a hug. 


Coraline was next to shake it off. “Where’d that thing go?” she quickly asked. Norman 
weakly pointed towards the direction where the Ningen had slinked off to. 


Quick as ever, she immediately gave out some orders. “Raz, you’re the fastest one out of all 
of us. Catch up to it, slow it down. We’ll get to you as fast as we can.” 


An orange ball of psychic energy formed under Raz’s feet. “Yes, ma’am.” he replied with a 
salute, before he disappeared into the tree line. 


“Neil, you and Mabel help out Norman and Dipper here. They look like crap. I want that 
fixed pronto.” 


Neil nodded energetically. “Ill take care of them real good.” he replied 
“Wybes, Lili, you’re with me. Let’s go get ourselves a Ningen.” 


Norman was barely standing by the time Coraline, Wybie, and Lili ran into the tree line. He’d 
barely even noticed that Neil was already at his side keeping him on his feet. Through the 
haze, he still felt relieved when he saw that Mabel had taken off her sweater to wrap it around 
her brother, who looked better by the second. 


“So, uh, that’s your... thing, huh?” Norman heard Neil say, with an edge of nervousness in 
his voice. 


Norman casted his tired gaze down at his arm, which still crackled with yellow streaks of 
lightning. He clenched his hand into a fist, and the lightning dissipated in an instant. 


Relieved, satisfied, happy, hurt, tired, and drained, Norman finally let himself fall into 
unconsciousness. 


Chapter End Notes 


Can you believe it took me this long to have some proper Parapines content in this fic? 
Shame on me, honestly. 


This one, in my opinion, took way too long to finish. Writing this also made me realize 
that I’ve just been writing about people sitting around and talking for the past seven 
chapters. Thought I could switch over to writing action scenes just like that, but boy am 
I wrong. Action scenes are hard, man. Gonna try to diversify the chapters from now on, 
because I do not want to get that rusty at writing anything ever again. 


Next chapter, we should be seeing the conclusion of this particular hunt. Get excited for 
that. 


Just like always, thanks for reading and I hope y’all have a good day! 


Bottom of the River 


Chapter Summary 


It's a long way down... 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 
Bottom of the River 


Raz still couldn’t believe how unexpectedly fast the Ningen was. You’d think that the fact 
that it had such large, bloated body and no hind legs meant that the creature would be slow 
and cumbersome, but with its claws it still managed to crawl across the ground at an 
impressive speed. Thankfully, now that he didn’t have to worry about getting crushed by 
falling chunks of a cavern’s ceiling, catching up to it wasn’t nearly as hard as it was before. 
Not to mention, now that he could freely deploy his psychic sphere - now currently rolling 
along under him - it took him just under a minute until he caught sight of the Ningen. 


It seemed to be in the middle of a brief respite from its escape, panting heavily. However, the 
moment it spotted Raz approaching fast, it let out a noise that Raz guessed was one of 
surprise, before it wrapped both of its large claws around the nearest tree trunk, its sharp nails 
digging into the wood, and started dragging itself up the tree. Raz quickly shot two psychic 
blasts, but the Ningen was still too far away, both shots missing their mark. Once the creature 
had reached a high enough point, Raz had to pause, his jaws falling slack, as it began to use 
its freakishly gangly arms to swing from tree trunk to tree trunk, making its way across the 
tree tops with ease. Raz was already beginning to lose sight of it within seconds. 


Shaking out of his stupor, Raz showed a confident smile. 
Big mistake. 


With a grunt, Raz stomped on the psychic ball under him hard, the ball and himself bouncing 
up high into the air, before he swiftly dismissed the ball into thin air and landed on a tree 
branch. He wobbled at first, but with practiced ease he steadied himself and found his 
balance. Not wasting another second, Raz continued giving chase to the creature. 


He quickly made his way across the treetops, leaping from branch to branch, along with the 
occasional impromptu psychic platform whenever necessary. Years of practicing and 
performing as an acrobat meant that he could cover as much distance in the treetops as he did 
on the ground, something that the Ningen clearly didn’t expect. It seemed to snarl in 
frustration once it noticed Raz gaining on it once again, before it began to double its efforts in 


escaping. Raz simply smirked upon noticing the edge of the tree line coming up ahead. If he 
could close the distance just enough up on the trees, then catching up to the creature on open 
ground would be a total cakewalk. 


Upon reaching the edge, the Ningen actually paused for a moment to take a look back at Raz, 
but before he could take advantage of the situation, it ripped out a sizable chunk from a tree 
with its claws, before it tossed the crushed up remains at Raz. Raz wasn’t deterred in the 
slightest. He summoned a psychic barrier around himself and leapt straight through the field 
of debris, landing on the other side without a scratch. The Ningen hissed at him, before it 
turned around and dived out of the tree line. Raz immediately launched himself after it. 


His face fell. 


In the rush of the chase, he must have missed the sound of rushing water, or the distinctive 
smell that large bodies of water had, because where the tree line ended, the forest had opened 
up to a large river. 


Raz wasn’t afraid to admit that he yelped like a little girl, because holy shit he’s practically 
nose-diving straight into that river. 


Despite the sudden panic, he managed to gather his wits just in time; his hand pulsed with 
psychic energy, and almost instantaneously, a giant, ethereal hand materialized out of thin air 
below him, with a thread of psychic energy connecting it to his hand. He landed rather 
harshly upon the hand’s open palm, connecting face first, but he still very much preferred that 
over landing in the water. Below him, the Ningen splashed down onto the river and quickly 
disappeared into the depths. 


Usually, Raz would have lamented the fact that his target escaped - and he had a feeling he 
still would - but first things first, he would like to not be suspended only a few feet above a 
watery grave. 


So, he did. The hand floated down to ground level - and a good twenty feet away from the 
river’s edge for good measure - letting a relieved Raz plant his feet on solid ground. He 
immediately sank to his knees, his heart hammering in his chest. It had been a while since he 
last had to deal with his water problem, and he definitely didn’t expect to deal with it today. 
He silently berated himself for not noticing the river sooner. If he had, he probably wouldn’t 
have had such a close call earlier. 


Roughly a minute passed before he heard footsteps approaching behind him. He looked over 
his shoulder, seeing Coraline, Lili, and Wybie running out of the tree line. They first noticed 
Raz still on his knees a few feet away from them, before their eyes began to scan the 
surrounding area. 


Raz decided to save them the trouble of asking a question. “It got away. Dived into the river. 
Nothing I could do.” 


Coraline groaned out loud in frustration. Wybie rested his hands on his knees, panting 
heavily. Lili didn’t have a very visible reaction, but he’d known her long enough to recognize 


the look of disappointment on her face. Raz shared their sentiment; he would have expressed 
them too if he wasn’t still relieved over not drowning to death. 


Coraline and Wybie jogged over to the edge of the water, while Lili separated herself from 
the two, instead kneeling down next to Raz. 


Lili placed her hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” she asked. 


“Yeah, yeah, I’m good.” Raz smiled, waving an arm dismissively. “Just had a bit of a close 
call, that’s all.” 


Raz’s smile faltered slightly as Lili narrowed her eyes. She casted a quick glance at the river, 
before she asked, “What kind of close call?” 


Raz sighed. “Okay, I might have almost fallen into the river.” Lili’s eyes went wide, 
prompting Raz to quickly add, “But I’m fine now! Honest!” 


Lili relaxed after that, much to Raz’s relief. They both turned their attention to where 
Coraline and Wybie stood at the edge of the water. They both seemed to still be looking for 
signs of the Ningen. Unfortunately, the only traces left of the creature were the ripples and 
bubbles it caused when it splashed into the river, and even those were growing fainter by the 
second. 


Coraline turned around, huffing in defeat. “Alright, let’s head back. Dipper and Norman were 
in a bad shape when we left them, and none of you are dying on my watch.” she said, 
walking back towards Raz and Lili. 


Raz rose to his feet, with some unneeded but still welcome assistance from Lili. He sighed. 
All of that effort completely wasted. Looked like today can be marked down as one of those 
days. 


“Uh, guys?” Wybie called out. “The water? It’s still bubbling.” 


Coraline stopped dead in her step, looking over her shoulder back at the water. Both Raz and 
Lili also turned their attention back to the river. Earlier, the bubbles and ripples caused by the 
Ningen’s dive have all but disappeared and the surface of the river seemed to be returning to 
its natural state, but just like Wybie said, the ripples and bubbles have now inexplicably 
reappeared upon the surface. What’s more, unless Raz was getting paranoid, the ripples 
seemed to be getting stronger. 


Coraline practically sprinted back to the river’s edge. “You think it’s coming back for a 
second round?” she wondered, putting on an eager stance. 


Lili left his side, jogging over to join Coraline and Wybie. Raz, despite his curiosity, decided 
he’d rather not get anywhere close to any kind of large bodies of water for the time being. 


“I don’t think so.” Lili stated with her eyes clenched shut and a hand on her forehead. “I’m 
not sensing anything down there.” 


A few seconds passed, and now Raz was certain the ripples were definitely getting stronger. 
What initially began as a gentle gathering of bubbles on the river’s surface have now grown 
into an increasingly dense mass of bubbling water, almost as if that particular spot of the 
river was being boiled. Slowly, from that bubbling mass, the water actually rose up, forming 
a shapeless blob of water above the river’s surface. 


A chill went down Raz’s spine. 


Coraline, Lili, and Wybie shared a glance with each other, before they collectively took a step 
back. 


“Wybes, you took a peek into Dipper’s journal a couple of times. What’s happening here?” 
Coraline asked, never taking her eyes off of the blob. “Water spirit? Ancient magic trap? 
Freak weather occurrence?” 


Wybie looked to be deep in thought for a moment. “Um, maybe yes, to at least one of those? 
Not gonna lie, I’m drawing a blank.” 


The blob of water began to move forward, getting closer to the edge of the river. As it did, it 
started to take on a more coherent shape. The shape it’s taking, Raz realized, was 
unmistakably that of a human body. Its bottom half still connecting it to the river separated 
into two pillars of water, vaguely shaped like a pair of human legs. The blob’s middle took on 
a rough shape of a human’s torso, with a pair of extremities sprouting out from its side like a 
pair of human arms. By the time it reached the edge of the water, the blob’s top had formed 
into a completely round orb, like the head of a human, albeit completely featureless. 


It raised one of its ‘legs’ and, with a strange sense of delicateness, took a step beyond the 
water’s boundary, planting a firm ‘foot’ on solid ground. It raised its other ‘leg’, now with 
seemingly growing confidence, and placed it on solid ground as well. A trail of water still 
connected its ‘feet’ to the river, Raz noticed, despite the creature being on land now. 


Lili, Coraline, and Wybie kept their distance from the water creature, but they were still far 
too close to it than Raz was comfortable with. 


29 


“Aaa... uuu... AAA... OOO... 
Raz’s jaw dropped. 


“It’s... making noise?” Wybie wondered out loud, head cocked to the side. Despite the lack 
of a visible mouth, the creature indeed just made a sound; an echoey voice that had a 
distinctly ethereal quality to it. 


Raz nearly cried out when Wybie took a step closer to it. “Uh, hello?” he asked. 


The ‘head’ of the creature moved from left to right, almost as if it was surveying its 
surroundings. 


99 


“A... Qu... A... tO... 


Lili looked back at Raz, eyes wide with shock. Raz narrowed his eyes, hands pulsing with 
psychic energy. 


“Guys. Step away from that thing. Now.” 


The creature suddenly whipped its head at Raz’s direction. Despite the lack of eyes, Raz felt 
the creature glaring at him. 


“Aquato...” 
Coraline recoiled. “Did it just-?!” 
“Aquato!” 


In the blink of an eye, the creature’s arms suddenly grew into a preposterous length, before it 
whipped its watery appendage at Coraline, Wybie, and Lili at an alarming speed. The three 
had no time to react, and they all were knocked into the air, landing harshly a few feet away. 
Without delay, its other arm shot forward at a blinding speed, this time aimed at Raz. Unlike 
the others, Raz was prepared. Gathering his psychic energy to his hands, he shot them at the 
ground, launching himself up into the air. At the apex of his jump, he quickly reformed the 
lingering psychic energy into a sphere and held it up high, letting him float above the battle. 
The water arm shot past below him, instead finding its mark on a tree a few feet behind Raz, 
the arm striking the tree with so much force that where the arm hit, it actually ripped the skin 
of the tree apart, wooden bark flying everywhere. 


“Aquato!” 


Apparently enraged, the creature withdrew its hand with just as much force, so much so that 

the tree it previously struck was actually severed, and it fell to the ground with a thunderous 

crash. Raz could only watch wide-eyed at the display of power the creature exhibited. As the 
creature moved its head to ‘look’ - glare - up at him, Raz’s blood went cold at the thought of 
facing it. 


“Aquat-!” 


Only upon hearing an energized yell that Raz realized that Coraline had risen to her feet, had 
brandished a fallen log for a makeshift weapon, had closed the distance between her and the 
creature, and had just taken a swing at the creature’s head. The creature, who had kept its 
attention solely at Raz, absolutely did not see it coming, the swing causing its head to 
explode into a shower of liquid. However, within moments, the creature’s head instantly 
reformed, and it seemed to transfer its ‘glare’ towards Coraline. 


For a split second, Coraline put on a face of regret before a geyser of water erupted from the 
creature’s chest, blasting Coraline into the air and knocking her flat on her back nearly a 
dozen feet away. 


Raz saw his opportunity to strike, and he took it. He reformed the sphere keeping him afloat 
into a fist and sent that flying towards the creature, while at the same time forming another 
sphere with his other hand. The fist struck the creature square at its chest, knocking it back 


and leaving a gaping, fist-shaped hole in its chest. However, just like before, it only took 
moments for the hole to close up, leaving no sign that the creature had taken any damage. It 
‘glared’ up at Raz again. Raz’s only response was to gulp. 


“Aquato!” 


It shot both of its arms at Raz again, one after another, at high speeds. Raz let the sphere 
holding him aloft pop, managing to dodge one watery appendage as it whizzed past inches 
above him. Unfortunately, his descent wasn’t fast enough as the second appendage found its 
mark, slamming into him with enough force to knock the wind out of him, and wrapping 
around his body to trap his arms at his sides. Through the pain, Raz barely registered the 
creature whipping the arm holding him downwards. As the wind rushed past him, he knew he 
was only a split second away from a nasty impact with the ground, and he prepared himself 
for the worst. 


The impact came, and it was worse than he could imagine. Everything went black for a 
moment, his whole world suddenly being nothing but pain, and it took every ounce of his 
willpower to not give in to the sweet release of unconsciousness. A moment passed, his 
vision now a kaleidoscope of colors, and he began to feel other sensations besides pain, like 
the feeling of something wet all around his body and the feeling of being dragged across the 
ground. It took another moment for his vision to return, though barely, only able to see blurry 
shapes and colors. However, it was enough for him to see the creature taking step after step 
towards the river, and it’s dragging him with it. 


“Aquato...” 


Raz squirmed about in a blind panic, desperate to break free of the creature’s grasp, but its 
hold was too strong. His attempt amounted to nothing. 


“No... no... no...” 

He tried to use his powers; shoot a psi-blast, summon his fists, or anything at all. But, his 
head still throbbed with pain, overwhelming pain, and it was borderline impossible to focus. 
The panic settling in didn’t help. 


“No, no, no, no, no, n-” 


Raz spotted two shapes floating high above him, and it was at that moment his vision cleared 
up. 


“Whoa.” 


One of those shapes was Lili, both hands held against her head, wearing the most intense, 
hateful glare that Raz has ever seen her with. The other, much larger shape turned out to be a 
full-grown tree - Raz recognized it as the one the creature brought down earlier - held aloft 
vertically against the ground, surrounded by a pink-ish psychic energy. 


Raz noticed the creature had stopped dragging him across the ground, and its grip around him 
even seemed to slacken, as it paused to stare up at Lili and the tree. 


Lili screamed, and it was a long, bloodcurdling one of pure rage and hatred. Raz felt the 
temperature around him rising, and rising, and rising. Even as it happened before him, Raz 
could scarcely believe it. As Lili’s scream hit a crescendo, the massive tree that Lili held aloft 
with his powers suddenly burst into flames. 


With another scream, Lili threw both of her hands down. 


Raz could have sworn the creature gave him one last glare, before it was replaced by a 
massive, flaming tree, thrown with enough force to cause the trunk to pierce the ground 
several feet down before it came to a stop. The watery arm wrapped around him went away 
instantly, dissipating into smoky vapors. The creature seemed to have been defeated, 
whatever that creature was. 


He almost scoffed at that thought. He knew exactly what that creature was. 


Lili floated down to kneel beside Raz, and once he saw her up close, all of the awe he had for 
her turned into grim worry. 


All around her head, her veins were painfully visible, practically threatening to burst out from 
under her skin. Her eyes were bloodshot, made that way because of the enlarged red veins in 
them. Blood trickled down both of her nostrils at a steady pace. However, she seemed to be 
blissfully unaware of the state that she was in, instead giving him a look of concern. 


“Oh my god, Raz, are you okay?!” she enveloped him in a hug, and while that caused some 
of the forming bruises to sting, he had more pressing matters to worry about. 


Raz squirmed his way out of the hug to face Lili eye to eye. “Am I- are you okay?! Look at 
you!” 


“What are you-?” Lili paused, before she cautiously placed a finger just below her nostrils. 
Withdrawing it, she found her fingertip to be stained a dark red. 


“Oh.” 


Raz spotted how Lili’s eyes glazed over, and he was ready to catch her when her body went 
limp, collapsing into his arms. Raz pulled her unconscious body into a hug, smiling in relief 
and closing his eyes. 


“You saved me. Thank you.” he whispered. 
“Raz.” 


Raz cracked an eye open. Coraline and Wybie stood waiting nearby, and he didn’t have to 
read their minds to know that they had questions. A lot of them. 


“What the fuck was that?” was Coraline’s simple question. 


Raz shifted his hold on Lili’s body into a bridal carry, making sure to support her head, before 
he rose shakily to his feet. “Ill explain everything, I promise.” he said, hissing slightly as the 
bruises really started to sting. “First, let’s get the hell out of here.” 


Coraline glanced back at the river for a moment, apprehension clear in her eyes. “Agreed.” 
she finally replied 


“Um, wait, are we not gonna do anything about-?” Wybie gestured towards the tree ‘planted’ 
at the edge of the water, still set aflame. 


“Leave it.” Raz was already walking towards the forest, not even bothering to look back. “It’s 
a warning.” 


Coraline and Wybie shared a shrug, jogging over a bit to catch up to Raz. Together, they 
began a long, silent walk back to the Mystery Shack. 
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I Am Danny Phantom - Part 1 
Danny Phantom. 


The first time Norman came across that name was after Halloween of last year, about a few 
weeks after his encounter with Aggie. He was browsing through some of his favorite occult 
and conspiracy theory websites out of boredom when a brand new article caught his eye. It 
talked about rumors of a real-life superhero going by the name of Danny Phantom, who 
battled supernatural threats with seemingly supernatural powers of his own. Norman was 
intrigued, and quickly became a fan. He had searched around in his spare time for more 
information about the mysterious hero in the following months, but every site he went to only 
contained theories and more vague rumors. The only thing people could agree about was that 
he operated around Amity Park, a city in Minnesota. Even after Danny’s popularity rose to 
the point that he was talked about in national television, nobody couldn’t seem to figure out 
who he was exactly. 


That is, of course, until the whole asteroid thing. 


Not even a month after the Mystery Kids stopped Weirdmageddon, a gigantic asteroid 
hurtling through space was set on a direct collision course with Earth. Norman remembered 
how, even with the Mystery Kids scattered across the country, they still frantically tried to 
find a way to stop it. Norman remembered the despair they felt, once they realized none of 
them knew what to do, and they all resigned themselves to their inevitable deaths. Suddenly, 
in one of the most bizarre experiences in his life, he felt a strange shift in his state of being, 
and then for a few quick seconds, he saw what the insides of an asteroid looked like. It wasn’t 
until he turned on the news that he found out that Danny Phantom, along with some of his 
allies, turned all of Earth intangible, letting the asteroid pass through harmlessly. That same 
news broadcast was also when the hero revealed his true identity; a teenager named Daniel 
Fenton. 


Norman remembered Coraline joking about how similar his real name and his superhero 
name was, and while Norman was a fan, he couldn’t help but agree. 


The world was abuzz with the news of its savior, as well as the undeniable proof that the 
supernatural truly do exist. Norman didn’t hear much from the hero after that. He had 
guessed Daniel wanted to keep his private life a secret, even after he ousted himself to the 
world, and Norman could respect that. He certainly wouldn’t want strangers poking into his 
private life after Aggie or after Weirdmageddon. That’s precisely the reason why he felt 
weirded out, not to mention uncomfortable, to be reading Daniel’s case file. 


Daniel Fenton, aged sixteen. Second child of Jack and Madeline Fenton. Younger brother to 
Jasmine Fenton. Lived in Amity Park his whole life. Currently enrolled in Casper High 
School. First known by the name of ‘Invis-o-Bill’, and later as ‘Danny Phantom’. Exhibits 
supernatural powers that seemed to stem from his half-ghost nature. 


Norman squinted again at that part. 

Half. Ghost. 

What? 

“Yo, Norm.” 

Norman blinked, looking up from the document in his hands. Neil stood in front of him. 
“Uh, yeah?” 

“Get ready, dude. We’re about to land.” 


Norman looked around the jet, finding the rest of the Mystery Kids already left their seats 
and were currently preparing their gear. Norman took a peek outside the jet’s window, 
spotting the city of Amity Park that had started to come into view. 


“Ah, right. Sorry.” Norman set the document aside, unbuckled his seat belt, and rose to his 
feet. 


“Still reading his file?” Dipper asked as he pulled his journals out of the overhead 
compartment and stuffed them into a backpack. “I can’t blame you. It’s interesting stuff.” 


“Uh... yeah.” Norman glanced down at the file, brows furrowed. “It’s... really something.” 


Norman felt a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up to find it was Neil’s, watching him with 
a worried expression. “Something bothering you, Norman?” 


“No, no, it’s nothing, just...” Norman paused, brows furrowing again, “... he’s half-ghost.” 
“T know, right? Freaky.” Neil grinned. 
“Yeap, super freaky-deeky!” Mabel added from somewhere in the front. 


1? 


“No, guys, you don’t get it, saying he’s half-ghost implied that-!” Norman pinched the bridge 
of his nose, “Ghosts aren’t a different species! It’s a different state of being! How can you be 


half of it?!” He took in a quick, calming breath. “Sorry, this is just... it’s breaking my 
worldview.” 


“Heh, yeah, you can say that again. This is like finding out ghosts actually exist all over 
again.” Neil looked off into the distance with a smile that Norman found to be strangely 
wistful. “I mean, if ghosts are a thing, then that means there’s an afterlife, and that means 
there’s probably a Heaven and Hell, and that means God probably exist too.” 


Norman stared at Neil in silence. All other activities in the jet ceased as the others joined him 
in his silence. 


Coraline was the first to speak again. “Neil, next time, do us a favor and keep that existential 
shit to yourself.” 


“Gotcha, cap’n.” 


Coraline tensed and sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Again with the whole ‘captain’ 
thing. Would you guys please cut that out?” 


“Well, you kinda are the captain, Jonesy.” Wybie pointed out. 


“So is Raz!” Coraline pointed over to Raz, who sat closer to the cockpit. “How come he 
never got the ‘captain’ treatment?” 


Raz, who were occupied with rummaging through a bag, replied without bothering to look 
up. “That’s because, unlike you, I’m not bothered by it.” 


“Plus, he really doesn’t need the ego boost.” Lili added, prompting a short laugh from her 
boyfriend. 


“Speaking of our dear captain,” Raz pulled out what looked like an emerald-colored, six-inch 
long metal rod from the bag, walked over to Coraline, and held the item out to her, “I was 
ordered to give this to you.” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow curiously. “And what exactly is that?” 


“Basically, it’s a psychic stun baton.” Lili quickly explained. “It’s infused with a small dose 
of psitanium so it can emit short bursts of telekinetic pulses. We usually give it out to non- 
psychic VIPs for self-defense purposes.” 


“Sasha juiced this one up by a lot, so it can do way more than self-defense.” Raz continued. 
“Just press this button near the top here and you’re good to go.” 


Coraline eagerly took the rod from Raz’s hand. She inspected it closely, turning it over in her 
hands a few times with a smile. “They’re rolling out the cool gadgets already, huh?” 


“It’s really just a small token while everything else gets sorted out.” Raz quickly turned to the 
rest of the group. “For the rest of you guys; don’t worry, you’ll get some cool stuff too 
eventually.” 


Norman couldn’t imagine what kind of ‘cool gadgets’ would aid him in what he could do, but 
he had to admit the mere prospect of owning one still excited him. 


“Agents.” A voice called out from the cockpit. The source was none other than the blonde- 
haired woman piloting the jet. Norman recognized her as Agent Danvers, the same 
Psychonaut agent who picked him and Neil up on that fateful day, and as Norman found out 
just a few hours ago, one of the few Psychonaut agents that Sasha and Milla personally 
handpicked to help them in supervising the Mystery Kids. 


Norman perfectly understood why Sasha and Milla needed some extra help. His group of 
friends could be quite a handful. 


“Figured out a spot to land yet?” Agent Danvers asked. 


Raz glanced up at Coraline with a mischievous smile. “I say we park in Casper High’s front 
yard.” 


“No.” Coraline glared. “Unlike your Psychonaut buddies, we still remember what ‘subtle’ 
means, and Id like to keep it that way.” 


“Alright, alright, sure.” Raz shrugged. “One question, though. Why?” 
Coraline gave Raz an incredulous expression. “What do you mean, why?” 


“Coraline, we live in a post-Disasteroid world.” Raz replied, spreading his arms out wide. 
“The secret is out. There’s really no point in being subtle anymore.” 


Dipper cleared his throat, calling all attention to him. “You know, for once, I have to agree 
with Raz. Our mission statement is to uncover secrets, not make more.” he stated. “Besides, 
it'll be faster that way, won’t it? The faster, the better.” 


Coraline opened her mouth to retort, but then she paused, before she flopped down into a 
nearby seat with a huff. “Look, just because we don’t need to sneak around on our tiptoes 
anymore don’t mean we have to strut everywhere we go.” she grumbled, her fingers 
absentmindedly pulling at her hair. 


“T’m just saying, it really would be faster.” Dipper pointed out, earning him a rather intense 
glare from Coraline. 


Norman decided now to be a good time to chime in. “Well, if Coraline is our captain, then I 
guess it’s her call, right?” 


In response, Coraline sent him a smile of gratitude. “Thank you, Norman.” That smile then 
turned into a smirk directed towards Raz and Dipper. Raz simply raised his hand in defeat, 
while Dipper shrugged and went back to manage his backpack. 


“So? What is the call, captain?” Lili asked, her arms crossed. Norman could tell she was 
getting impatient. 


Coraline rose to her feet, though not before shooting Lili a quick sour look, and turned to 
address Agent Danvers at the cockpit. “Skirt around and try to find a good place to land in 
the woods. We’ll enter the city on foot.” Agent Danvers nodded in reply, before Norman felt 
the jet shift to follow Coraline’s orders. Norman had to admit, he was surprised at how 
accepting the agent was at taking orders from a teenager. Norman didn’t know many adults 
who would have that kind of demeanor. 


“And then? What, we just walk around the city until we run into him?” Lili promptly asked. 
Coraline opened her mouth to reply, only for another voice to interrupt him. 


“Uh, guys?” Wybie raised his hand, grinning. Everyone turned their attention towards him. 


“For that one, I think I might actually have an idea.” 


The Phantom statue was bigger than Norman thought it would be. From the pedestal it was 
placed upon, to the carved figure of Danny himself, to the planet that rested on Danny’s 
outstretched arm, Norman guessed the whole thing must be at least twenty feet tall, or maybe 
even more. He had always wanted to see the statue in person - he and Neil even made plans 
to see it at one point - and although he never expected it to be under these circumstances, he 
was still ecstatic nonetheless. However, it quickly became clear not everyone shared his 
excitement. 


“Why-were-you-born, I swear to god, if you dragged us here just so you can take selfies in 
front of this stupid statue, I will take my new psychic baton and shove it up where the sun 
don’t shine.” 


Wybie, who was in the middle of taking a camera out of his pocket, froze under Coraline’s 
glare. “Well, for one, I won’t be taking selfies.” he said, nervously, with a nervous chuckle. 
“And, well, for another, I just thought, you know, maybe this is his favorite place to hang 
out? I mean, it’s pretty cool, as far as hangout places go, right?” 


Coraline didn’t say anything in reply. Instead, she swiftly fished out the six-inch long metal 
rod she had just received from her satchel and started marching menacingly towards Wybie. 
Wybie yelped and immediately sprinted away, though amazingly he still took some pictures 
even as he sprinted. Norman decided not to interfere, for once. Issues that arise between 
Coraline and Wybie have a habit of sorting itself out, and he’s certain this one was no 
different. 


That was his excuse, as he quietly took his phone out of his pocket and started taking pictures 
himself. 


Beside him, Lili let out a long sigh, her face buried in her hands. Raz, while still grinning at 
the duo that were now caught up in a full-on chase around the statue, gave her a comforting 
pat on the back. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we don’t find Danny here.” Lili conceded. “If 
he’s the type of guy that likes to hang around his own statue, I’d seriously reconsider 
recruiting him to the team.” 


Norman was surprised to see Neil step up next to him, pulled out his phone, and started 
taking pictures as well. He glanced at Norman with a sheepish smile, which Norman 
reciprocated with a similar smile. Neil wasn’t as huge of a fan of Danny Phantom like 
Norman was, but it’s still not every day they get to visit a monument dedicated to an actual, 
real-life superhero. 


Mabel, who had so far been quiet with both hands on her hips, suddenly announced, “Welp, 
since we’re already here...” before she took off running towards the statue with a grin. 


Dipper’s eyes widened in panic, quickly chasing after her sister with a cry of, “Wait, no, 
Mabel!” 


Raz really had to hold himself back from laughing. Meanwhile, Lili hissed out a low, 
frustrated, “Oh my god.” 


Fifteen minutes passed before the Mystery Kids were finished with their respective, 
impromptu business. Norman and Neil had managed to take quite a handful of pictures, and 
they both agreed to share some with Wybie later. Speaking of Wybie, her chase with Coraline 
ended somewhat peacefully, with Coraline’s psychic baton decidedly not shoved up his rear 
end. Mabel returned, though now wearing a pout, after she got a stern talking to from both 
Dipper and the local security. Apparently, she tried to climb the statue with her grappling 
hook. Nonetheless, the Mystery Kids eventually reconvened in the middle of the square, 
some in a sourer mood than others. 


Coraline sent Wybie a pointed glare. “You pull a stunt like that again, Wybes, and I might 
make good on my promise.” 


“Gimme a break, Jonesy.” Wybie retorted, wiping off the sweat on his forehead. The chase 
seemed to leave him quite winded. “This statue’s the only one left in the world. It’s already 
been taken down everywhere else. You’re dreaming if you think I’m not gonna take 
advantage of this.” 


Meanwhile, Dipper had his arms crossed, wearing an expression that was a mix of anger and 
disappointment. “Remember when I made that promise to not do too many stupid things, 
Mabel? I think you might have to promise me that, too.” 


“I just wanted to test out my grappling hook!” Mabel whined, still pouting. “I haven’t used it 
since the end of summer! I just wanna make sure it works right!” 


“T can think of ten other ways you could have done that without almost getting us arrested.” 
Mabel’s pout shifted into a cheeky grin. “And none of them are as fun.” 
Dipper simply shrugged. “Fair point.” 


“So.” All heads immediately turned towards Lili, who wore a look dark enough to send a 
shiver down Norman’s spine. “Are we done? Please tell me we’re done embarrassing 
ourselves.” 


“Well, that depends.” Coraline turned her attention to both him and Neil. “You two got 
anything stupid you wanna do before we move on?” 


Norman and Neil shared a knowing look, before Neil replied, “Nothing at the moment.” 


Coraline breathed out in relief, a small smile appearing on her features, but that smile 
immediately turned into a look of outrage once Lili hissed out, “Great job on being ‘subtle’, 
by the way.” 


“Hey, I didn’t expect these two dorks to go running off on their own!” 
“One of those dorks started running because you chased him!” 


“Alright, alright.” Raz quickly stepped in between Coraline and Lili. “Let’s not cause another 
scene, okay?” 


Norman took a glance around them. Earlier, a small crowd of bystanders had gathered around 
them because of their antics. Even now, Coraline and Lili’s small outburst managed to turn a 
few heads. At least they were treated as simply a group of particularly rowdy tourists, instead 
of anything negative. 


Lili huffed, crossing her arms and averting her gaze. Coraline sighed and ran her fingers 
through her hair. With the conflict somewhat resolved, Raz continued by asking, “What’s our 
next move, Coraline? We’re on the clock and this is kinda been a waste of time.” 


Coraline looked to be deep in thought for a few moments. “I know we know where his house 
is, but I don’t feel comfortable going straight there. Doing that is a bit creepy.” she casted her 
gaze down in a surprisingly sheepish manner. “So, I guess we check out his high school.” 


Norman spotted Lili unashamedly rolling her eyes. If Coraline saw it, then she chose not to 
react to it. 


Raz, on the other hand, reacted to the news with glee. “Alright!” he exclaimed. “We finally 
get to flash our new badges around!” 


“No, no, no.” Coraline quickly interjected. “We are not doing anything like that.” she put a 
hand on her hips, now addressing everyone in the group. “Really, for just this once, I want a 
relatively normal day out. No chases, no explosions, no nothing.” 


Norman was extremely surprised, and yet at the same time not at all surprised, when at that 
very moment, he could hear, somewhat muffled in the distance, something that sounded a lot 
like an explosion. 


Coraline’s expression remained unchanged. “You ever get the feeling that life hates you?” 
“Only most of the time.” Dipper remarked with a dry smile. 


They all turned their heads in the direction where they heard the sound. They easily spotted a 
plume of dark smoke rising against the blue sky in the distance - roughly about five blocks 
away, if Norman had to guess - and they caught the sound of screams and crashing metal 


echoing down the street as well. Even if he didn’t see it happen in person, Norman had no 
doubts that the sound that they heard was indeed an explosion. 


“Any ideas on what that’s all about?” Dipper wondered aloud. 


“PII tell you exactly what that is.” Grinning, Raz lowered his goggles over his eyes. “That’s 
our public debut.” 


“So,” Coraline spoke up, glancing about at everyone, “anyone in favor of ignoring that and 
running the other way?” Norman kept his mouth shut. The others did the same. Coraline 
smiled. “I know there’s a reason why I’m friends with you guys.” 


“T guess we’re postponing our actual mission again, huh?” Lili said with a sigh. 


Norman decided to share his thoughts. “Well, if Danny really is the hero that we’ve heard so 
much about, I have a feeling we’re going to run into him there.” 


“Alright, two birds with one stone!” Raz swiftly put on a battle-ready stance. “C’mon, 
Coraline! The hunt...!” 


Despite herself, Coraline grinned as well. “... is on!” 
Raz was the first to sprint towards the plume of smoke. 


“Mystery Kids, move out!” 


Chapter End Notes 


So, I know I’ve been hyping this up as the ‘Danny-Mystery Kids team-up chapter’, but 
unfortunately I was not able to finish it in time for my regular schedule, so I had to split 
this into two parts in order to stick to my schedule. Apologies for this. I promise not to 
make a habit out of it. 


The second part should be up by this time next week. 


Thanks for reading this first part, and I hope you have a good day! 


I Am Danny Phantom - Part 2 


Chapter Summary 


The Mystery Kids meets the half-ghost hero of Amity Park. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
I Am Danny Phantom - Part 2 
By the time they arrived, everything was in chaos. 


People running and screaming in terror. Cars crashed and overturned. Street vendor stands 
demolished, their wares scattered on the asphalt road. Roadside buildings wrecked, their 
windows shattered and some even missing chunks of their walls. It was all a shocking sight 
to take in for Norman. However, the most shocking sight of all was of the seeming culprits 
behind the chaos. 


Ghosts. 


They had to be ghosts. Norman had no doubts about it. About two dozen of them, all floating, 
all wreathed in an otherworldly, green glow. They tossed objects about with reckless abandon 
and fired strange blasts of energy from their hands in random directions, all seemingly with 
the intent of causing as much destruction as possible. The violence they engaged in left 
Norman at a loss for words. He had never seen ghosts indulge themselves in such mindless 
destruction before in his life. Although, Norman noted with suspicion that the ghosts all 
seemed to posses blank, glowing red eyes. That cannot be a coincidence. 


Norman glanced about at his friends, who looked just as appalled by the destruction as he 
was. He gritted his teeth; how would they be able to face off against enemies they couldn’t 
even see? 


“Flying, red-eyed green men, huh? That’s new.” 


Norman whipped his head towards Raz, who had stated that so casually. “You can see 
them?!” 


Raz gave him an incredulous look. “Of course we can. Why wouldn’t- wait...” Realization 
slowly dawned upon Raz’s face. “No way...” 


“They’re ghosts.” Norman said grimly. “No doubt about it. They’re all ghosts.” 


The Mystery Kids looked at each other for a moment, looking appropriately surprised and 
confused. Norman spotted Neil vigorously rubbing his eyes before looking back at the 
direction where the ghosts were. 


“Uh, right, since when was that a thing we can do?” Wybie asked. 


“Well, as far as I know, when a ghost is powerful enough, they can choose to make 
themselves be seen.” Norman explained. “Like Aggie. Everyone can see Aggie.” 


Coraline breathed out a long sigh. “So, what you’re saying is, we’re going up against two 
dozen ghosts who might be as powerful as Aggie?” 


“No. I mean, hopefully not?” Norman shrugged sheepishly. 


Mabel, who had so far kept her eye on the ghosts with her head cocked to the side, turned to 
look at him. “Welp, you’re the master of all things ghostly. What do we do?” 


Norman turned his gaze towards the still-rampaging ghosts, considering the question. “PI try 
to talk to them. You guys stay back for now.” He eventually replied. “Ghosts don’t get this... 
destructive for no reason. I need to at least find out why.” 


Judging from the frowns on their faces, his friends seemed to have doubts about Norman’s 
plan, but eventually they all nodded, agreeing with him, even if reluctantly. “Be careful, 
Norman.” Neil said, which Norman replied with a reassuring smile. 


Taking a deep breath, Norman stepped forward into the chaos. He scanned the area, quickly 
spotting a pair of ghosts nearest to him. One was lanky and gaunt-faced, while the other one 
was relatively bulkier and more muscular, and they were both occupied with reducing an 
overturned car into nothing but scrap metal. Norman was careful in approaching them, 
making sure none of the other ghost would notice him talking to them. Deciding he was close 
enough, Norman drew in another deep breath, before he called out to them. 


“Hey! Hi! Excuse me!” 


They both paused, giving each other a look, before they slowly turned to face Norman. Their 
blank, red-eyed glares made Norman stumble over his words for a moment, but he quickly 
regained his composure again. 


“Listen, I don’t know what happened to you and your friends, or what the city did to you that 
led you to start destroying it, but all of this?” Norman gestured to the chaos around him. 
“This won’t make anything better. I know it feels good, right now. It even feels right, to do all 
of this. But it’s not going to help. If you keep doing this, you’re just going to feel worse!” 


The ghosts’ expression stayed neutral. They simply glanced at each other again, but 
otherwise they appeared to be listening in. That prompted Norman to continue with increased 
gusto. 


“If you guys really want to make things right, make yourselves really feel better, my friends 
and I can help. Whatever it is, I promise you, we will help you get through it. If you can just 


talk to your other friends and get them to calm down and listen, then we can-” 


Norman was cut off when the lanky ghost suddenly ripped out one of the tires of the 
overturned car and tossed it at him. Before he could react, he suddenly felt his legs leaving 
the ground as he floated back by several feet, the tire striking the spot where he once stood. 
Once he regained his footing, he looked over his shoulder, spotting Raz with an arm 
outstretched pulsing with psychic energy. 


Norman was about to thank him when a voice rang clear through the chaos. 
“Trying to appeal to their sense of humanity, child? How charming.” 


The source of the voice, stepping into the center of all the chaos, revealed itself to be nothing 
more than a man. His most striking feature, Norman noticed, was his extremely pale white 
skin, almost like the color of chalk, as well as his decidedly sinister red eyes. He was bald, 
Norman could tell, covered up somewhat by a small, black bowler hat. He wore a flowing, 
dark gray coat that was rather intricately designed, but it also with obvious signs of wear and 
tear. A prim and proper bowtie circled his neck, and his black boots appeared to be polished 
to perfection. The man watched Norman, as well the rest of the Mystery Kids, with apparent 
amusement. 


“They lost any shred of humanity they had when they passed.” 


Norman backed away from the man, rejoining the gathering of his friends. Whoever the man 
was, he was definitely the leader of this group of ghosts. As for how, Norman still had no 
idea. 


Raz was the first of them to bite back. “You don’t look very human yourself. Who are you 
supposed to be, Nosferatu?” 


The man simply grinned. He snapped his fingers, and almost immediately, every ghost in the 
vicinity stopped their rampage, all of them falling in line behind the man. 


“My name is Frederich Isak Showenhower.” 
He lifted his bowler hat and performed a deep, practiced bow. 
“But you may know me as Freakshow.” 


Norman’s heard of that name from somewhere, though he has trouble recalling from where 
exactly. Judging from how both Raz and Dipper’s eyes lit up, they definitely knew more 
about the man than Norman did. 


“Nope.” Raz shrugged with deliberate nonchalance. “Doesn’t ring a bell.” 


To Norman’s surprise, the amused smile on Freakshow’s face gave way to an annoyed frown. 
“Seriously? Ringmaster of the infamous Circus Gothica? Ever heard of it?” 


“Nope.” 


“We’re banned from twenty different states!” 
“Nuh uh.” 


Freakshow let out a long, suffering sigh. “Well, you don’t look like the type I cater to 
anyway.” He suddenly pointed over to Coraline, the smile back on his face. “Now, you! You 
surely must have heard of me?” 


“Uh, no? Why the hell would I?” Norman had no idea if Coraline was being genuine or if she 
was just helping Raz in trying to annoy the man. Either way, it seemed to be working. 
“What’s it even supposed to be, anyway? Some sort of... satanic cult?” 


Freakshow stomped a foot down indignantly. “It’s a circus! It’s in the name, you little-!” he 
sighed, his shoulders slumping, before he quickly regained his composure. “I shouldn’t even 
bother with people like you. Run along and cower, like the rest of the pathetic masses.” He 
turned his gaze upwards, looking strangely expectant. “My prize shall be here shortly.” 


Raz took a step forward, hands pulsing with psychic energy. “In case you haven’t noticed, 
we’re not exactly normal ourselves, and we’re not going anywhere, baldy.” 


Lili stepped forward as well. “For committing acts of wanton destruction, you and your 
accomplices are hereby under arrest. We can do this the easy way, or the I-burn-your-ass-off 
way.” She smiled. “Please choose the latter.” 


Freakshow laughed out loud. “Arrest me? Who do you think you are?” he sneered. 


“The Mystery Kids.” Coraline joined Raz and Lili, placing herself between the two. She held 
her new psychic baton in her hand. 


Freakshow rolled his eyes. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” 


“No.” Coraline pressed the button on the baton. The six-inch long rod immediately extended 
to about twenty five inches, ending on a rounded tip pulsing with purple, psychic energy. She 
held the weapon at the ready. “But it’s about to be.” 


Freakshow’s eyes narrowed. “Cute.” 


He snapped his fingers, and immediately a pair of ghosts broke off from the group behind 
Freakshow. They flew over to a nearby ruined food cart, together lifting them into the air 
before launching it towards the Mystery Kids. Coraline took a step back while Raz and Lili 
both extended a hand outwards, a barrier starting to form around the group. However, before 
the cart could impact the barrier, there was a flash of green, and the cart was suddenly blasted 
to the side. 


“No one told me the circus is back in town!” 


Norman had to suppress a gasp. He had only heard that voice once before, on a news 
broadcast, but he recognized it all the same. 


A figure landed in front of the Mystery Kids, putting itself between them and Freakshow and 
his ghosts. Norman’s jaw dropped. Even just from looking at the figure from behind, the 
white hair and the black bodysuit meant that the figure could only be one person and one 
person only. 


“Danny Phantom!” Freakshow grinned. “Apologies for not calling ahead. I thought you 
might like the surprise.” 


“Surprised, yes. Like, not really.” Danny retorted. “I especially don’t like how you’re not in 
prison.” 


Freakshow waved a hand dismissively. “Prison life didn’t suit me. Terrible crowd, as well. 
Had to move on.” 


“Well, the warden just called. The inmates want an encore.” 

“Tell him I’m booked. I’ve got a show to do, right here, right now.” 

“His schedule’s flexible. In fact, once we’re done here, I can probably give you a ride there.” 
“Oh, this show won’t end the way you’d expect.” 

Lili covered her face with a hand, wheezing out a low, “Oh my god.” 


“Hey!” Coraline shouted, drawing all attention to her. “You guys seriously gonna talk all 
day?” 


Freakshow responded by shooting a glare at Coraline, while Danny looked surprisingly 
embarrassed by the situation. “Er, right.” Danny cleared his throat, looking over his shoulder 
to address the Mystery Kids. “You guys should clear the area. You do not want to get caught 
in the crossfire.” 


Both Coraline and Lili narrowed their eyes at him, but Raz was quick to speak up with a 
friendly smile. “Danny, if it’s all the same to you, we’re here to help you kick baldy’s ass.” 
Raz’s words prompted Danny to turn around, dumbfounded. “Big fan, by the way.” Raz 
quickly added. 


It took a few moments for Danny to find his voice. “Alright, thanks, but I got this. I 
appreciate the offer to help, but I can’t afford to worry about you guys while fighting them at 
the same time. No offense.” 


Raz was about to say something in reply before Coraline cut him off. “Hero, in case you 
didn’t notice, I’m carrying around this fancy power stick.” She gestured to the baton in her 
hand. “And then there’s goggles over here with his magic glowing hands.” She used the 
baton to point to Raz, specifically to his hands that pulsed with psychic energy. “Trust me 
when I say that we can handle ourselves.” 


Danny’s eyes darted towards Coraline’s baton, then to Raz’s hands, then his eyes scanned the 
entire group, seemingly taking in their appearances for the first time. “Okay... I have to 


admit, those are pretty weird. You guys are pretty weird.” he stated. “But, still, you won’t be 
much help. Freakshow’s got ghosts. Only a ghost can harm another ghost.” 

“You know, y’all should listen to him!” A foreign voice suddenly called out. Norman, along 
with the rest of his friends, turned their heads towards the source of the voice, quickly 
spotting a pair of teenagers peeking out of some nearby wreckage. One was male, with dark 
skin, and sporting glasses and a hat that he wore backwards, and the other was a female, 
dark-haired, with a clothing ensemble that was almost all black. It became clear the one that 
spoke up was the male. “He really knows his stuff!” He called out again. 


Now it was Coraline’s turn to look dumbfounded. “And who are you supposed to be?” she 
called back. 


“They’re my friends.” Danny replied. “Follow them. They’ll take you somewhere safe.” 


Raz spoke with concern. “Danny, we’re not going to leave you to fight twenty of them on 
your own. You’re worried for us, but we’re worried for you too!” 


“Tve been through worse. Trust me.” Danny actually placed a reassuring hand on Raz’s 
shoulder. “I’m Danny goddamn Phantom.” 


Raz took a second to gaze on Danny’s hand upon his shoulder in disbelief, before he looked 
up in awe to meet Danny’s gaze. Norman looked on quietly from the back, almost jealous of 
the fact that Danny Phantom himself touched Raz. However, the moment was broken when 
Raz suddenly shouted out, “Behind you!” 


Danny spun in place, arm raised to create a green barrier in front of him. The green ray of 
energy that sped towards him struck the barrier, dispersing harmlessly against it. Across from 
where Danny and the Mystery Kids stood, a ghost had stepped forward with an arm 
outstretched, while Freakshow looked visibly irritated by the current circumstance. 


“Finished?” He hissed through gritted teeth. “You know, I planned on saving this for the big 
finale, but since you so rudely decided to ignore me...” 


Putting on a wicked grin, Freakshow slowly reached into the insides of his coat. With that 
same deliberate manner, he pulled out what appeared to be some sort of staff, colored red and 
tipped with a bat-shaped effigy, studded with a pair of green gems that acted as the bat’s eyes. 
Resting above the bat effigy was a crystal ball that displayed a constant swirl of crimson- 
colored energy. 


“Remember this?” He practically purred at Danny. “You’re quite enamored with this, if I 
recall correctly.” 


Just seeing the object for what it was, Norman could tell that it was a rather powerful 
supernatural artifact, and the fact that it was held in the hands of Freakshow already put him 
on edge. However, to see Danny Phantom suddenly physically reel back and raise his arms to 
shield his now-panicked face, Norman’s level of alarm rose significantly. 


“How did you get that back?!” Danny cried out. 


Freakshow let out a low chuckle. “A good performer never reveals the secret to his act. 
That’s the magic of the circus, you see. Keeps you guessing.” 


Out of the corner of Norman’s eye, he spotted Danny’s two friends rushing out of cover to 
stand by Danny’s side. The boy seemed to be helping Danny shield his face, while the girl 
put herself between Danny and Freakshow. 


Coraline eyed Danny’s demeanor warily. “Gonna guess that magic staff is bad news?” She 
asked 


“Very.” The dark-haired girl replied, shooting Coraline a grim look. 
Freakshow took a few steps forward, his ghostly entourage following closely behind him. 


“Come now, Danny. You made for such a useful addition to my collection of oddities two 
years ago, imagine how useful you would be to me now.” 


Freakshow licked his lips, a manic grin on his face. A chill ran down Norman’s spine. 
“Come on. Show your true colors once again. Cross over to the dark side.” 


With his face still shielded, Danny yelled out a reply. “Never again, you shriveled 
marshmallow!” 


“Oh, you will. You will.” Freakshow stated. “Minions,” he pointed at Danny with his staff, 
“bring him to me.” 


All at once, Freakshow’s minions surged forward past him. Some of them had their hands 
glowing with some sort of green energy, while others picked up whatever debris they could 
and brandished them as weapons. With the encroaching ghosts only moments away from 
being upon them, Coraline and Raz looked at each other, and without saying a word, both of 
them came to a grim realization; there’s only one option left for them to take. 


“Fall back!” 
“Retreat!” 


Norman was among the last to turn tail and run. He wanted another chance to at least try to 
talk to the ghosts, but a panicking Neil running back to him to tug him and yell in his ear 
finally convinced him to join the others in escaping. A rain of green energy rays and debris 
soon consumed the spot where he once stood. 


Raz, Lili, and Danny stayed at the back of the group, with Raz and Lili summoning a psychic 
barrier to shield them while Danny blindly shot green energy rays behind him to at least try to 
slow down the ghosts. Norman grimly noted that, while the psychic barrier held up just fine 
against the debris, the green energy rays went past the barrier like it wasn’t even there, nearly 
striking the Mystery Kids as they fled. Another grim observation Norman made was that, as 
Raz and Lili fired a few quick psi-blasts at the ghosts, all of their shots simply passed through 
harmlessly. 


Danny was right; among them, he really is the only one that could face the ghosts. 
Although, Norman had to wonder... could his lightning affect the ghosts? 


Norman quickly shook off that thought. There’s something off about those ghosts, and he 
wasn’t going to subject them to the lightning without knowing more first. 


Both Raz and Lili seemed to be quick to catch on that psi-blasting the ghosts would be a 
waste of effort. In the rush of the chase, Norman heard Raz bark out an order of, “Lil, time to 
vanish!” 


Raz and Lili dropped their barriers at the same time, swiftly following up by summoning a 
dome of psychic energy that surrounded both the Mystery Kids and Danny and his friends. 
The advance of the ghosts came to an abrupt halt, all of them looking around in confusion. 
Far behind the ghosts, even Freakshow’s eyes went wide in surprise. Norman and the rest of 
the Mystery Kids, familiar with this particular psychic ability, kept their voices down and 
slowed to a stop, while silently signaling Danny and his friends to do the same. 


Coraline made her way to the front of the group and pointed to a nearby alleyway between 
two buildings. “In there. Hurry.” She whispered. 


The group dived into the alleyway as fast as they could while being as silent as possible. 
Behind them, Norman could hear the voice of Freakshow shouting out, “Find him! Bring my 
prize to me!” 


A few tense seconds passed of them hearing ghosts zipping out in different directions before 
they all collectively allowed themselves to breathe out a sigh of relief. The dome around 
them dissipated a moment later, accompanied by the sound of Raz and Lili panting in 
exertion. Beads of sweat were already forming on their foreheads. 


“Okay, first things first,” Coraline started, putting herself at the center of attention, “what 
exactly is the deal with tall, pale, and crazy back there?” 


Raz was the first to answer. “I heard some stuff about him and his ‘circus’. All of them are 
bad. Gets involved in lots of shady stuff.” 


Dipper’s answer came next. “He’s obsessed with ghosts and anything involving them. He 
even wrote a book about them.” He sheepishly scratched the back of his neck. “I’m... pretty 
sure I own a copy.” 


“Good to know you’re supporting your local supervillain.” Lili retorted, which prompted 
Dipper to avert his gaze. 


Coraline’s eyes turned towards Danny and his friends, the three of them currently leaning 
against the wall. “Danny, from what I heard back there, you had beef with that guy before?” 
She asked. 


“I did.” Danny nodded. “Two times. Both of them are pretty close calls.” 


Raz joined in with a question. “Anything you can tell us about him?” 


“Besides the fact that he’s evil and a creep, there’s not much to tell about him. What’s 
important here is that staff.” Danny leaned forward. “It allows him to control ghosts to do 
whatever he wants them to do.” He put a hand on his chest. “That includes me. You can see 
the problem here.” 


Norman blinked. “You mean those ghosts are being forced into doing this?” 


Danny replied with a nod. Norman felt his hands clench into fists before he could control 
himself, that familiar spark of energy already threatening to leak out. He drew in a deep 
breath, the energy subsiding, for now. If the lightning had to come out today, at least now he 
knew who to use on. 


“Except, that staff was supposed to be destroyed!” One of Danny’s friends, the dark-haired 
girl, exclaimed. “Shattered into a million pieces! It’s literally impossible for him to get his 
hands on it again.” 


Danny scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, that’s the big question mark.” 
Coraline and Raz shared a look, before Coraline asked, “Anything else?” 
“Nothing that I know of. Without that staff, he’s just a regular guy.” 


“Hold up, sorry to interrupt this, but,” Danny’s other friend, the boy with the glasses, cut in, 
“who are you guys exactly?” 


Raz offered him a friendly smile. “We’re friends.” 
“Allies.” Coraline was quick to say. “Let’s start with allies.” 


Raz paused for a moment to shoot Coraline a sour look, before he continued on. “Bottom line 
is, we want to kick Freakshow’s ass just as much as you do.” 


“Tf you’ ll let us, we can do it together.” Coraline finished. 


A few seconds passed in silence as Danny considered the suggestion. He looked to his 
friends; first, to the boy with the glasses, who simply offered a shrug, then to the dark-haired 
girl, who gave him a hesitant nod. Finally, Danny looked at Coraline and Raz, and said, 
“Alright. For this one time, let’s see how it goes.” 


Raz clapped his hands together. “Nice!” he announced with a grin. “Okay, quick rundown, 
I’m Raz, and this is Coraline.” 


“Not Caroline. Coraline.” 
“She’s Lili, and there’s Wybie, Dipper, Mabel, Neil, and that’s Norman.” 


As Danny’s gaze landed on him, Norman could only muster an awkward, sheepish little wave 
as a reply. Danny raised an eyebrow at that for a moment, before his attention returned to 
Coraline and Raz. 


“Pleased to meet you all. I’m... well, you already know I am. These two are my friends. 
Sam,” Danny first gestured to the dark-haired girl, “and Tucker.” He then gestured to the boy 
with the glasses. “They don’t have powers, but they are very capable. You can take my word 
for it.” 


Tucker took this opportunity to speak. “Y’ know, if you want us to work together, you better 
have a good plan. This many people in the playing field? It could get messy.” 


Raz looked towards Coraline for an answer, and Coraline in turn spent the next few seconds 
gazing at the entrance of the alley, at the chaos still occurring beyond it, the gears visibly 
turning in her head. While still focusing on the alley’s entrance, she finally asked, “Danny, 
how do you feel about being bait?” 


Danny gave her a nervous look. “Generally? Not cool with it. What do you have in mind?” 


“You're the only one that can do anything to those ghosts.” As she turned towards Danny, a 
smile had started to form on her face. “At the same time, Freakshow only cares about you. He 
doesn’t give a damn about the rest of us. We can use that.” 


“If you can draw all those ghosts away, the rest of us can sneak over to him and take his staff. 
Kick his pasty ass too while we’re at it.” Coraline explained. “Of course, if those ghosts 
overwhelm you and Freakshow gets to you, then it’s game over. So, we need to make sure 
you don’t get too much attention.” She shifted her gaze towards Raz and Lili. “You two 
lovebirds up for that?” 


Raz crossed his arms in rather smug manner. “Be Danny’s bodyguard for the day? Hell 
yeah.” Lili didn’t say anything, but she did put on quite a confident smile. 


Coraline opened her mouth to continue, only to be interrupted by the sound of a rather loud 
scream, which was accompanied by the distinctive sounds made by those green energy rays. 
It caught everyone’s attention, and the alley settled into silence for a few moments. 


Wybie was the first to speak again. “Jonesy, I don’t think everyone made it out in time.” 


Coraline closed her eyes for only half a second, quickly regaining her composure. “Mabel 
and Neil, you’re on evacuation duty.” 


Mabel brandished her grappling hook with a grin, while Neil performed a salute. “Consider 
those people saved, captain!” He announced. 


“Now, for the two of you,” Coraline pointed at both Sam and Tucker, “which one of you is 
good with people?” 


Tucker raised his hand. “That would be me.” 
“Relatively speaking.” Sam added with a smirk. 


“Tucker, you help out Mabel and Neil.” Coraline had to fight back a chuckle. “Good luck.” 


Both Mabel and Neil were at Tucker’s side in an instant. “Nice to meet you! I hope we can 
work together well!” Neil said as he enthusiastically shook Tucker’s hand. 


“Love the backwards hat, by the way.” Mabel pointed at Tucker’s hat with her grappling 
hook, which made him flinch slightly. “Very nineties.” 


“Everyone else, you’re with me. We sneak around, catch Freakshow off-guard, and make him 
pay for all of this.” Coraline accentuated the sentence with a swing of her baton. “Sam, you 
live here, so can I count on you to lead the way?” She asked. 


Sam nodded, though somewhat hesitantly. “I think I can manage.” 


“Alright.” Coraline took one last look at the group around her, all wearing expressions of 
confidence and determination. “You all have your part to play in this.” Her lips quirked into a 
determined smile. “Let’s save the day. The hunt...” 


“is on!” 


Danny, Sam, and Tucker looked appropriately surprised by the Mystery Kids suddenly 
shouting that out, and Norman couldn’t blame them. 


The surprise didn’t last long. “Come on, we can come out at the other side of this alley.” Sam 
was already running deeper into the alley, motioning for the others to follow her. “Hopefully 
Freakshow or his minions won’t see us.” 


Coraline, Wybie, and Dipper quickly ran after Sam. Norman was about to join them, when he 
suddenly felt a firm hand grip his shoulder, stopping him. He looked over his shoulder to see 
Raz, who had taken his goggles off for the moment, staring at him dead in the eye with a look 
of hardened, yet faltering resolve. 


“Norman...” Raz began, but Norman could tell he was at a loss for words, “Listen, I know 
you’d rather not do... your thing, and I would never force you, but-” 


It wasn’t hard to figure out what Raz was trying to say. “I know.” Norman cut in. He smiled, 
and he hoped that was enough to comfort Raz. “If it comes down to it, I won’t hesitate.” 


Raz’s face brightened significantly, much to Norman’s relief. Raz patted his shoulder and 
gave him a determined smile, which Norman reciprocated in kind, before the two broke off to 
join their respective groups. Before he turned the corner, Norman sneaked in one last look at 
the group at the alley’s entrance. Raz chatted excitedly with Danny as soon as he joined them. 


“So, not to sound incapable or anything, but do you got anything up your sleeve that might 
help us help you?” Raz asked. 


Danny seemed to appreciate Raz’s enthusiasm. “A few.” He replied with a coy smile. He then 
shut his eyes tight, his body surrounded by a green glow, before there was a sudden flash of 
light, and out from thin air, four exact duplicates of Danny came into existence. 


Raz’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit!” 


Norman had to agree. Holy shit, indeed. 


Danny and his duplicates wasted no time to fly out of the alley. A quick nudge from Lili 
knocked Raz out of his shock, the two of them swiftly summoning spheres of psychic energy 
under their legs and hurrying after Danny. Mabel, Neil, and Tucker were the last to leave, 
darting out of the alley with their heads ducked. 


The sound of Dipper calling out his name made Norman realize just how far he had gotten 
from his own group, and he sprinted after them. 


The street at the other end of the alley was not as damaged as the street they were on, but 
some parts still made Norman cringe. Just as Sam hoped, only a few of Freakshow’s ghosts 
lingered here, and even those few quickly left as Norman heard Freakshow bellowing out an 
order to ‘bring my prize’ to him. So far, the plan seemed to be going according to plan. 
Coraline signaled everyone to just start sprinting once the last ghost left. It took them less 
than a minute to get from the alley to the end of the street. Sam stopped before the corner of 
the street and pressed herself against the wall, everyone behind her following her example. 
She cautiously peeked around the corner. 


“Freakshow’s at the end of the next street, in the middle of the intersection.” Sam stated. 
“Looks like the distraction’s working.” 


Coraline stepped forward to join Sam in peeking around the corner. Dipper also stepped 
forward, but Norman put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. Dipper turned to give him a 
questioning look, which Norman replied with a shake of his head. Norman had known Dipper 
long enough to know that he couldn’t bear to be out of the loop, but for this one time, 
satisfying Dipper’s curiosity wasn’t worth the risk of being discovered. Dipper, to Norman’s 
relief, seemed to understand, reluctantly stepping back to where he was. 


A few seconds passed before Coraline signaled them to join her. 


“See that diner?” She pointed towards a rather ruined diner, situated about two thirds of the 
way down the street. “We can hunker down in there. Move out, cover to cover, two at a time. 
Dipper, Norman, you go first.” 


Norman was caught off-guard when Dipper suddenly wrapped his hand around Norman’s 
own. His heart started beating faster, and it’s not just from the anticipation of having to sneak 
forward. 


“Wait for it...” Coraline held up a hand, keeping a close eye on the next street. “Go.” 


Norman and Dipper darted out into the street, going from cover to cover just like Coraline 
said. Luckily, there was an abundant amount of them, most of them being ruined cars and 
chunks of destroyed buildings. They didn’t stop at each cover for very long, only a few 
seconds at a time, mostly because Dipper would impatiently tug them forward before long. A 
battle must surely be brewing just up ahead, judging from the sounds of energy blasts and of 
Freakshow bellowing out orders. What little that Norman could spot in the rush - most of it 
being flashes of light and vague figures zipping around in the sky - pretty much confirmed it. 


Eventually, even with Dipper rather recklessly leading the way, they managed to slip into the 
diner undetected. 


The inside of the diner was devoid of people - thank god for that - and just as ruined as the 
outside. Shards of glass and plates scattered on the ground mixed with bits of food, some of 
the booths have scorch marks on them, and the jukebox even had a chair jammed into it. 
Dipper hastily cleared up a section of the floor from the debris, before taking off his 
backpack and setting it against the counter. Norman looked back to the corner where they 
came from, spotting Wybie and Sam had started making their way over, with Coraline staying 
back presumably to watch over them. Norman shifted his attention to the other end of the 
street, getting his first good look of the battle. 


Freakshow was indeed standing in the middle of the street, surrounded by three of his ghost 
minions, all of whom held a car door in their hands as some sort of makeshift shield. Those 
shields were put to good use to protect Freakshow from blasts of psychic energy, courtesy of 
Raz and Lili. The psychic duo ran circles around Freakshow, never staying in one place for 
too long thanks to the psychic sphere under their feet, taking shots at every opportunity. 
Three more ghosts hounded after Raz and Lili, peppering green energy rays in their direction. 
Raz opted to dodge the blasts coming his way, while Lili chose to levitate pieces of rubble 
around her to block the blasts. Freakshow glared at the two psychics, before turning his 
attention to the sky. Norman followed his gaze upwards. 


Up in the sky, Danny and his duplicates were engaged in an all-out battle against the rest of 
Freakshow’s minions. Norman spotted Danny - or possibly one of his duplicates - getting 
caught in a hold from behind by one of the ghosts, while another ghost prepared an energy 
ray to unleash on him. However, that ghost was interrupted when another Danny swooped in 
to deliver an uppercut, followed by a green energy ray at point blank to blast the ghost away. 
The Danny caught in a hold managed to break free, spinning around to deliver a roundhouse 
kick to the ghost behind him. Not even a second later, that Danny was suddenly struck by an 
energy ray from a different ghost minion. Back and forth the aerial battle went, with either 
side not gaining a significant advantage over the other. Norman had to admit, Danny seemed 
to be faring quite well, despite the fact that he was outnumbered. 


As exciting as it was to see the hero fight live, Norman tore his eyes away from the spectacle 
to look for his other friends. He smiled in relief upon spotting them. At the back of the 
battlefield, Mabel beckoned a group of people out of a ruined shop, directing them to away 
from the chaos. Nearby, Neil and Tucker worked together to help a couple crawl out of their 
overturned car, ushering them to safety. With all of Freakshow’s minions preoccupied with 
fighting against Danny, Raz, and Lili, their task could be done without much trouble. 


“Ts there five of him?” Hearing Coraline’s voice next to him nearly startled Norman. Looking 
around, it seemed that Wybie, Sam, and now Coraline managed to sneak across without a 
problem. Coraline had joined him in observing the battle without him realizing it, currently 
looking up at the sky. 


Norman nodded. “Yeah.” 


Coraline chuckled in disbelief. “Okay, that’s actually pretty cool.” 


“What now, Jonesy?” Wybie asked. “I mean, I’m guessing walking over to him and beating 
him over with you magic stick is out of the question, with that shield trio he’s got around 
him.” 


“T’ve got it covered.” 


Dipper’s simple statement made him the center of attention. He sat on the floor, one of the 
journals open before him, and was in the process of taking out several vials filled with 
strange-looking powders and liquids out of his backpack. 


“You setting up a science lab?” Sam asked, incredulous. 


“Kind of.” Dipper lifted the journal, showing off the number ‘2’ on the cover. “Remember 
this?” He set the journal on the ground again, continuing to take items out of his backpack as 
he talked. “Each journal has a... theme, almost. Each one focuses on different subjects. The 
third one was more about creatures and occurrences. This one focuses on spells, runes, and 
items.” He paused to look up at the others. “Dangerous ones. Ones that you can use to harm 
people.” 


“So, obviously, this is the one that Gideon managed to get his hands on.” Dipper chuckled 
dryly. “At least we can be grateful that he wasn’t smart enough to figure out even a third of 
what this journal has in store.” 


Coraline eyed him rather warily. “And you did?” 


“A bit.” Dipper shrugged. “I only really started when this whole protect-the-world thing 
began, so I still don’t know a whole lot. But, what I managed to figure out is already pretty 
nasty. Like what I’m about to make right now.” 


“Before you ask,” Dipper flipped through the pages of the journal, stopping at a particular 
page titled ‘Weaver’s Wrap’, “it’s a snare. A magic snare. With the right ingredients, the 
proper patterns, and the magic words, this thing can wrap around and squeeze until there’s 


nothing left.” 


Norman’s eyes widened at that revelation. Coraline, Wybie, and Sam had pretty much the 
same reaction. 


“That’s- isn’t that a little extreme?” Wybie asked. 


Dipper waved an arm dismissively. “Ah, it takes half a second for me to dispel it. My plan is 
to use this to immobilize him so we can restrain him in some other way. Like... with Mabel’s 
grappling hook, probably. Yeah, the grappling hook would do.” He fished out a scrap of 
white fabric and set it down on the floor before him, before looking up expectantly. “A little 
help would be nice.” 


Coraline eventually shrugged. “Fine. We’re going with Dipper’s evil snare of death. Norman, 
Wybie.” Coraline gestured towards Dipper. 


Norman sat down next to Dipper. Wybie joined them, the apprehension clear in his eyes. 
Together, they followed Dipper’s orders, even though it soon became clear that Dipper was 
doing most of the heavy work. Coraline and Sam returned to the window to keep watch 
outside, though Norman noticed Sam’s eyes flitting between the outside and Dipper’s work, 
her eyes alight with interest. 


Dipper first poured out three pinches of dark-red powder onto the scrap of white fabric, 
muttering something under his breath that Norman couldn’t make out with each pinch. He 
then carefully arranged the powder into the shape of a circle with a horizontal line across it. 
Next, he picked up a vial of blue liquid as well as a pipette, using the pipette to let out a drop 
of liquid at eight different points around the circle, once again muttering something under his 
breath with each drop. After that, he held up a vial filled with some sort of gel-like black 
substance, and smeared the substance on the tip of his pinky finger. Dipper used the black 
substance to connect the circle to the drops until, Norman realized, the shape on the fabric 
roughly looked like the shape of a spider. Dipper leaned in towards the fabric, cupping his 
hand around his mouth, and whispered something loud enough that Norman could make it 
out this time. 


“Rachni tenaci mortis peterparkrus Frederich Isak Showenhower mirabile serket.” 


Dipper leaned back as all the ingredients seemed to seep into the fabric, leaving behind a 
purple-colored spider symbol on it. Dipper gingerly picked it up between his fingers. 


He grinned. “It’s ready.” 


Wybie eyed the scrap of fabric nervously, and with good reason. At this point, Norman had to 
admit, the symbol did give off an aura that, at best, made him feel uncomfortable. 


“Still doesn’t explain how we’re gonna get past the shield trio, though.” 
Dipper’s lips quirked into a knowing smile. “Those ghosts won’t be an issue. Trust me.” 


Dipper hastily shoved his journal and all of the vials back into his backpack, slinging the bag 
onto his back as he rose to his feet. “I need to find Mabel. This plan won’t work without her 
grappling hook.” Dipper was already making his way to the diner’s exit. He paused at the 
doorway to look at Coraline. “Unless...” 


“We are not killing him.” Coraline stated with a glare. 


Dipper shrugged. “Your call.” Without another word, Dipper darted out into the street. He 
took his time, going from cover to cover, but Norman still watched with bated breath as 
Dipper got dangerously close with the battle still brewing in the middle of the intersection. 
Thankfully, so far neither Freakshow nor his minions seemed to have noticed Dipper’s 
approach. 


Dipper was just about to round the corner to the right, when Norman heard Coraline grimly 
state, “I think that ghost saw him.” 


She pointed at one of the ghosts that’s been chasing after Raz and Lili, who had come to a 
sudden stop, his line of sight seemingly corresponding with Dipper’s position. Her suspicion 
was confirmed when that ghost prepared an energy ray and aimed it at Dipper’s direction. 
Dipper, completely oblivious to the ghost, darted out of cover once again, and at the same 
time, the ghost released his energy ray. At that moment, it took every ounce of self-restraint 
in Norman’s body to not scream out Dipper’s name. 


A pulse of orange psychic energy suddenly exploded behind Dipper, blasting him forwards 
by a few feet, the energy ray striking the ground where Dipper once was. His landing was 
rough, nearly face-first, and he skidded to a stop a few feet later. 


Raz stood nearby, a hand outstretched in Dipper’s direction. “Sorry about that!” He yelled 
out, before a volley of energy rays forced him to keep moving again. “Start running, Dipper!” 


Dipper recovered from the tumble quickly enough. However, instead of rising to his feet and 

running the other way, Dipper scrambled to his knees, his head frantically whipping back and 
forth. Only upon noticing that a ghost was approaching did he get his feet under him to sprint 
out of Norman’s line of sight. 


Dipper’s odd behavior confused Norman, until he came to a realization. “I think Dipper 
dropped the snare.” 

Coraline must have noticed it too. “Dipper, you goddamn-!” She let out a wordless growl, 
quickly addressing everyone else. “We need to get that snare. Wybes, Norman, sneak in and 
find it. Sam and I'll cover you.” 


Norman nodded. “Got it.” 

“Can do, Jonesy.” 

“And how are we supposed to do that?” 

Coraline twirled the psychic baton in her hand. “Ever played baseball?” 
“Like... once?” Sam replied rather hesitantly. 


Norman could tell Coraline had to hold back from rolling her eyes. “Just follow my lead.” 
Taking Sam by the hand, the two made their way out of the diner, pausing for a moment in 
the doorway to address Norman and Wybie. “When I give you the signal, run like hell.” 


The two were out the door before either Norman or Wybie could properly reply. Norman 
watched them as they took cover behind a smoking wreck of what used to be a car. Sam 
picked up a brick from among the debris, while Coraline peeked her head out over the wreck. 
She then took a few steps back, settled into a stance while brandishing her baton with both 
hands, before giving Sam a nod. Sam threw the brick into the air, and Coraline swung her 
baton with all her might. The brick sailed through the air towards Freakshow. It actually 
managed to slip past the ghosts shielding Freakshow, and he had to physically dodge it after 
noticing at the last second. Coraline and Sam didn’t waste any time, two more bricks already 
streaking towards Freakshow, though this time both were able to be blocked. 


Freakshow glared down at Coraline and Sam, pointing his staff in their direction. 
Immediately, one of the ghosts that had been pursuing Raz and Lili changed course, now 
flying towards Coraline and Sam. Coraline had time to send a nod at Norman and Wybie - the 
signal - before both her and Sam bolted in the other direction, the ghost in hot pursuit. 


Norman and Wybie practically scrambled out of the diner’s exit. They stuck to going from 
cover to cover when they could, but it was an otherwise mad dash to get to where Dipper 
dropped the snare as fast as they could. Norman considered it a miracle when, as far as he 
knew, they reached the spot undetected. He had to pause for a moment - the dash left him 
quite winded - but Wybie was already tossing over bits of debris left and right in an effort to 
find it. 


“God, how are we supposed to find that thing?!” Wybie exclaimed as his eyes scanned the 
ground. “It’s so tiny!” 


Norman looked around the debris-strewn field. Wybie was right; finding that scrap of fabric 
in the middle of this chaos just with their eyesight was borderline impossible. They needed 
something more. 


“It felt weird.” Norman pointed out after a moment of thought. “Right? It felt... off.” 


Norman clenched his eyes shut, focusing hard. With his world gone dark, he felt his presence 
grew. He didn’t have a lot of practice with this particular ability of his, so it felt unstable and 
took longer than he would’ ve liked, but eventually he spotted that uncomfortable aura again. 
His eyes snapped open, his head whipping to his left. Wybie followed his gaze. Nearby - 
roughly twenty-thirty feet away from them - slightly wedged under a pile of rubble, was the 
scrap of fabric they were looking for. Wybie immediately sprinted towards it. 


“Get out of the way!” 


That shout came from Lili, rolling towards them on her psychic sphere, a pair of metal sheets 
levitating behind her, shielding her from a barrage of energy rays that came from a pursuing 
ghost. Wybie doubled the speed of his sprint, while Norman quickly dived into cover. Wybie 
rejoined him behind the cover a moment later, just as Lili sped by, some of the stray energy 
rays whizzing past above their heads. 


Norman gave Wybie a frantic, expectant look. Wybie looked down at his clenched fist, before 
he slowly opened it, revealing the scrap of fabric inside. Norman sighed in relief. 


“Alright, how do we use this?” Wybie asked, and Norman’s relief dissipated instantly. “Do 
we just... throw it? What if we throw it and nothing happens?” 


Norman looked around at his surroundings desperately. “We need Dipper.” 


Not a moment later, he felt Wybie rapidly tapping his shoulder, before he pointed over to a 
pile of rubble quite a ways away from the battlefield. Timidly peeking over that pile of rubble 
were a pair of heads that Norman instantly recognized as Mabel and Dipper. They appeared 
to be desperately searching the field themselves. Norman waved at them, while Wybie lifted 


the fabric in his hands just enough so that the twins could see it. Dipper spotted them first, his 
eyes lighting up. Mabel sent them a thumbs up when she did the same a moment later. 


How do we use this? Norman mouthed. 


Norman was initially worried he didn’t mouth it clear enough, but Dipper looked like he 
understood it well enough. He rose out of his cover, both hands cupped around his mouth. 
There was a moment of hesitation, but Dipper quickly shook his head, before he shouted out 
loud. 


“Etavitca\”’ 


Dipper’s voice rang clear across the street. The dark purple spider symbol on the fabric began 
to glow. Norman and Wybie shared a look for half a second. 


“Throw it now!” 


Wybie did, but it was a panicked throw, more out of him not wanting to hold the fabric for 
any longer. In Norman’s humble opinion, Wybie could have done better. 


However, the strength of the throw didn’t seem to matter, as the scrap of fabric came to a 
sudden dead stop in midair. The glow of the symbol intensified until it consumed the entirety 
of the piece of fabric. The fabric then unfurled to become a sizable spread of netting that 
emitted a dark purple glow, before it sped off towards Freakshow at an incredible speed. One 
of the ghosts shielding Freakshow put himself in the path of the snare, but the snare simply 
passed through both the makeshift shield he held and the ghost himself like they were 
nothing. Freakshow was absolutely not prepared, the snare wrapping itself around him 
extremely tight, leaving his arms trapped against his chest. Peculiarly, the snare somehow 
completely missed the staff, leaving it untangled from the mess of dark purple netting that 
encircled Freakshow, though the villain still had an iron grip on it. Freakshow’s expression 
immediately contorted into one of intense pain, his mouth gaping open in a silent scream. 


“Yes!” Came Dipper’s incredibly ecstatic shout, his voice even cracking slightly. “Get the 
staff! Somebody get the staff!” 


Lili was quick to respond. A pink-ish glow surrounded the staff, and Norman could see 
Freakshow visibly struggling to maintain his grip on it. The ghosts that once shielded 
Freakshow have now begun an attempt - a rather futile one - to free the villain from the snare. 
He only managed to hold on to the staff for a few more seconds before it slipped out of his 
grasp. However, right at that very moment, a ghost shot an energy ray straight at Lili. Acting 
out of pure reflex, Lili tossed the staff into the air, before rolling out of the way of the ray. 


Freakshow’s eyes darted upwards. “Minions!” He managed to choke out. “My staff! Bring 
back my staff!” 


The ghosts who had been trying to free Freakshow immediately chased after the staff. 
Likewise, up in the sky, the ghosts who had been battling Danny all initiated a nose dive 
straight towards the staff. Danny was quick to catch on, him and all of his duplicates diving 
after the ghosts. It was a close race, but the numbers that the ghosts had gave them an 


advantage, as most of them did everything they could to slow down Danny and his 
duplicates, leaving the others free to pursue the staff. At the last possible second, just as one 
of the ghosts was only a moment way from catching the staff, one Danny fired off a desperate 
green energy ray. The ray found its mark, sending the staff plummeting back towards the 
ground. 


Norman’s eyes widened once he realized where the staff was headed. 


He rose to his feet, climbed on top of the cover he once hid behind, and raised his hand, his 
palm open. The staff landed perfectly in his hand. 


Every ghost in the vicinity immediately ceased whatever activities they were doing. They 
stared ahead blankly; arms limp at their sides, almost as if they entered a dormant state. 
Freakshow managed to send a glare at Norman, even through the pain he must be 
experiencing. Norman climbed down from the cover, walking at a steady pace towards 
Freakshow. 


Somewhere from behind Norman, Dipper uttered out the word, “Etavitcaed.” 


The snare that entangled Freakshow lost its purple glow, and with it, its tight hold on the 
villain. Freakshow dropped to his knees, coughing and drawing in ragged, desperate breaths. 
The sight almost made Norman pity him. Almost. 


Amazingly, Freakshow forced himself to rise to his feet, before limping towards Norman 
with a glare. “That staff... is mine.” He growled. 


Norman spotted the distinctive claw of Mabel’s grappling hook sailing above his head to nail 
Freakshow right between his eyes. As he stumbled back from the impact, the claw became 
enveloped in an orange glow, before it proceeded to circle the villain a few times, leaving 
him entangled once again, this time by the trailing cable of the grappling hook. Losing his 
balance, Freakshow fell on his back, letting out a groan in pain. 


Norman walked up to the villain, his gaze meeting Freakshow’s. 
“You think that ghosts are not human. That they’re less than human.” 
He let that familiar energy flow, all the way to his fingertips. 


“I don’t know what made you think that way, but you’re wrong. They’re just as human as the 
rest of us.” 


Freakshow gave him an expression of defiance. 
“You naive child. They are nothing but monsters.” 
Norman’s grip on the staff tightened. 


“Monster?” 


Sparks flowed freely out of the hand that held the staff. The defiant look on Freakshow’s face 
was gone. 


“They were not the ones that abused the confused and distressed souls of people who passed 
away. If there’s any monster here, it’s you.” 


Electric lines danced up and down the staff; it started with one, but then it became a dozen, 
then three dozen, then five dozen, until the staff was enveloped by it. The handle started to 
splinter. Cracks formed on the crystal ball. Freakshow’s eyes went wide with fear. 


“You re the fucking monster.” 


With one last surge of energy, the staff was shattered into pieces. The crack of thunder could 
be heard from miles away. 


Norman took a few steps back. He breathed in and out deeply, the energy receding from his 
hands. Freakshow still stared at him with wide eyes. 


Within the next minute, Norman managed to reassure all the ghosts, who had broken free of 
the staff’s control, that Freakshow would pay for everything that he had done. They all 
dispersed, going off on their own without much fanfare. The Mystery Kids, along with the 
addition of Danny, Sam, and Tucker, all reconvened, forming a circle around Freakshow. The 
subdued villain, at this point, had shaken out of his fear-induced paralysis, and now looked 
up at the gathered group rather sheepishly. 


“I... surrender?” 


Lili landed a kick on his stomach, knocking the wind out of him. The next kick was aimed at 
his head, and that knocked him out cold. 


“I know you said it’s not a habit, but it’s really becoming a habit, Lil.” Raz remarked. 
“Oh, like you wouldn’t do it.” Lili bit back. 
Raz chuckled lightly, before he turned his attention to Danny. “You okay, Danny?” 


For the most part, Danny looked relieved, though Norman didn’t miss the fact that, ever since 
they had gathered here, Danny had stolen wary glances at Norman whenever he thought 
Norman wasn’t looking. “Oh, yeah, I’m good.” He answered. “Thanks for the assist. That 
fight would’ ve been a lot harder on my own.” 


“Oh, it was nothing, really.” Raz shrugged dismissively. “All in a day’s work for us heroes.” 


“Right.” Danny looked around at every member of the Mystery Kids. A rather awkward 
silence settled for a moment. “So... I guess this is where we part ways?” 


Coraline was quick to chime in. “Not exactly.” 


“See, Danny, kicking this guy’s ass was fun and all, but it’s not the main reason why we’re 
here.” Raz explained. ““We’re mainly here to talk to you.” 


Danny looked surprised for a moment, and then he looked curious. “You know what, after 
seeing what you guys can do... I’m intrigued.” He said. “Go ahead. I’m listening.” 


“Well...” Raz glanced around at their surroundings. In what was only seconds ago an empty 
battlefield, a crowd had begun to gather around them. Some people even had their phones out 
already. 


“First things first, let’s go to someplace more private, yeah?” 
“Oh. Yeah, sure. Do you wanna head to my place, or-?” 


“Just follow us.” 


The next ten minutes they spent convincing the local police department that, yes, they have 
the authority to arrest Freakshow - Raz got to flash the new badge around after all, much to 
his delight - and that the containment facility the Psychonauts had would be far more secure 
than anything the local police had in their disposal. 


“No offense.” Raz added hastily at the end of his explanation. 


With a bound and unconscious criminal in tow, they spent the next twenty minutes walking 
back to where the Mystery Kids had parked their jet. The walk was rather awkward. It was 
mostly silent, with Danny, Tucker, and Sam - especially Sam - occasionally asking a 
question. Raz’s answer was always for them to just wait, looking far too pleased to be acting 
so cryptic. Coraline did approach Norman at one point during the walk. 


“Damn, Norman, you were fucking pissed back there. What’s up with that?” She asked. 
“T think it’s okay to be angry for the right reason.” Norman replied simply. 


When they arrived, the Mystery Kids let Danny, Sam, and Tucker - especially Tucker - to 
have five minutes to freak out over the fact that they owned a jet. They also used that time to 
secure Freakshow with some proper restraints, as well as order Agent Danvers to keep a very 
close eye on him while they have a chat with Danny. They all then sat in a loose circle just 
outside of the jet, where Raz and Coraline spent the next ten minutes giving Danny and his 
friends a rough idea of who they were and what they do. 


Tucker listened with rapt attention, visibly reacting with awe in some parts. Sam’s reaction 
was more guarded, but Norman could tell she was warily intrigued. Danny listened in closely 
as well, though he still stole glances at Norman once in a while. Once Raz and Coraline 
finished their explanation, a minute passed by in silence, as the three processed the 
information. 


“So...” Danny began, “you guys are like... the Power Rangers?” 


Coraline nearly visibly cringed at the comparison. “More like the Avengers.” 


“Actually, if we’re going with comparisons, our closest counterpart would be the Teen 
Titans.” Wybie quickly pointed out. “Just saying.” 


“And... you call yourselves the... Mystery Kids?” 
Raz smiled proudly. “That’s the name.” 
Danny nodded, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Sorry, but, that name is... really generic.” 


“Hey, speak for yourself.” Coraline retorted. “Your superhero name is only a few letters off 
from your real name. It’s honestly a miracle no one managed to figure it out.” 


“Excuse me; we’re talking about the coolness of the name here.” Tucker spoke up. “The 
name ‘Danny Phantom’ is inherently cool.” 


Raz shrugged quite awkwardly. “Coraline, to be fair, we didn’t exactly put a lot of effort into 
the name. It was, like, the third name we came up with.” 


“And you’re backed by the government?” Sam asked, her arms crossed, her eyes narrowed. 


“Not the government. The Psychonauts is an international organization that doesn’t belong to 
a single country.” Raz explained. “And we’re not ‘backed’ by them. We’re more like... 
partners.” 


Norman could tell Sam had the most suspicions out of the three of them. “Sorry, let me tell 
you what’s happening from our perspective.” She said. “You guys showed up out of nowhere, 
you say that you are ‘partners’ with a secret organization of spies that doesn’t abide to any 
country, and you seriously expect Danny to just join up with you?” 


Raz sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Alright, I admit, this whole thing looks a little bit 
shady, but I promise you, we are nothing like that. We just want to save people and solve 
mysteries.” 


“Danny, come on, you’ve felt firsthand how easy it was to take down Freakshow when we’ re 
all working together.” Raz gestured to everyone with a friendly smile. “Imagine that, but for 
every fight from now on.” 


Danny looked to his left at Tucker, who simply offered him a small shrug, and then to his 
right at Sam, who gave him a slow head shake. He turned his attention back to Raz. “I’ve 
already got my own team, right here. We’ve been doing well enough on our own.” 


Raz opened his mouth to respond, but Coraline beat him to it. “It won’t be enough.” She said. 
“Not for long.” 


“Are you threatening us?” Sam retorted after a moment. 


“T’m warning you.” Coraline met Danny’s gaze. “If you think the Disasteroid is as big as it’s 
gonna get, think again. Supernatural events are on the rise, and it’s not stopping. Hell, the 
eight of us have already stopped something bigger than the Disasteroid. Something that you 
don’t even know about.” 


Danny’s brows furrowed in confusion. Both Sam and Tucker looked at each other, 
bewilderment clear on their expressions. Coraline continued on. “Trust us. We’re better off 
united than we are separated.” 


Raz looked at Coraline with wide eyes, before he scratched his head nervously. “That’s a 
grim way to put it, but she’s not wrong.” He cleared his throat for a moment. “Of course, if 
you really don’t want to join, then we’re not going to force you into it.” 


“We’re just telling you upfront that not joining is a very, very bad idea. For everyone 
involved.” Coraline added. 


Danny let out a dry, humorless chuckle. “Raz, it really sounds like you’re threatening us.” 


Norman decided now to speak up. “We’re not. We’re just desperate.” He stated simply. 
Looking around at the other members of the Mystery Kids, they all shifted in place nervously. 
“Sure, we’ve been chosen by this big, powerful organization to protect the planet, but we’re 
still just eight kids.” 


After a moment of consideration, Norman decided it’s in everyone’s best interest for him to 
say the unspoken truth, as much it pained him to say it. 


“We are... kind of scared.” 


A minutes passed by in silence. Coraline spent that time absentmindedly tugging at her hair. 
Raz stared down at the ground, his fingers fiddling with the creases of his gloves. Danny and 
Tucker seemed slightly put off by the sudden shift, but they appeared sympathetic. Sam tried 
to put on a show of indifference, but Norman didn’t miss the glint of concern in her eyes. 


“That’s why we want you to join us.” Norman spoke, breaking the silence. “You’re Danny 
Phantom. We need you.” 


Danny sighed deeply. “Listen, I... if it means leaving my friends behind, I’m not joining any 
other team. Sorry.” 


“Oh my god, why didn’t you lead with that?” Coraline suddenly snapped. “Fine. They’re in.” 
Danny blinked. “What?” 
“What?” Raz parroted. 


Coraline turned towards Raz. “You saw it; they handled themselves pretty well back there. 
We are looking for new members anyway, so why not?” She shifted her attention to Danny. 
“Will you join us now?” 


“I... uh...” Danny quickly glanced at Sam and Tucker, who looked just as surprised as he 
was. “Um... see, my sister is kinda part of the team too, so-” 


“Great. She’s in.” 


Sam chimed in. “Wait, just like that?” 


“Tf his sister is part of your team, then I doubt she can’t handle herself.” Coraline pointed out. 
“I, uh... I also have a... cousin.” 

Coraline shrugged. “Your cousin’s in.” 

“And... um, there’s this other girl, she-” 


“Danny, let me save you the trouble.” Coraline cut in. “Everyone that’s a part of your team? 
Consider them a part of ours.” 


“Aren’t you guys supposed to be elite?” Tucker asked, no doubt incredulous of the sudden 
invitation. 


‘Elite’ sure is a word that Raz used to describe us.” Coraline stared pointedly at Raz. “But, 
just like what Norman said, we really are kind of desperate.” 


Danny spent the next few seconds massaging the side of his head. “God, I... if my entire 
team can join, that’s good, but I’m gonna have to talk this out with the others. I can’t make 
this decision on my own.” 


“Hey, man, if you need more time to figure this out, we can give you that.” The friendly 
smile has returned to Raz’s face. “You don’t have to have an answer right this second.” 


“Just soon. Preferably.” Coraline quickly added. 


The circle soon dispersed after that. Raz approached Danny by himself and gave him a phone 
number to call whenever he and his friends have reached a decision. With a final salute, Raz 
jogged back to the jet. The rest of the Mystery Kids, one by one, boarded the jet. Norman was 
the last one to board, and as he walked up the steps, he felt a hand being placed on his 
shoulder. 


Norman looked back to find himself face to face with Danny. 


“Hey, uh, Norman, right?” Danny smiled, and it was an awkward one. To Danny’s credit, 
there was an effort to make it not look awkward. For anyone else, it might’ve worked, but not 
to Norman. 


“So, I just wanted to say, great work with Freakshow back there. What you did was... it was 
interesting, very interesting. Just, all around, such a-” 


“T noticed, you know. You stealing looks at me when you think I’m not looking.” 
Danny froze, his mouth still gaping open. Norman continued calmly. 


“Whatever you’re worried about, you can save yourself the stress. No matter what happens, 
we’re still on the same side.” 


Norman continued his climb to the top of the stairs. Before the door closed, he managed to 
utter out a farewell.” 


“Until next time, Danny.” 


Chapter End Notes 


In hindsight, I’m glad I split this into two parts, because fuck me this chapter is long. 


A lot of things happening in this two-parter. We get a look of the world at large. 
Obviously, the meeting between the MK and Danny is the main attraction here. We also 
get Coraline’s new weapon, Dipper dabbling in some actual magic, and last but certainly 
not least, a glimpse of the state of Norman’s powers post-Weirdmageddon. 


Now, some things to clarify regarding the canon of Danny Phantom; Danny and Sam 
aren’t in a relationship yet, Dani was adopted by the Fentons, Tucker is not the mayor of 
Amity Park, and Vlad was not swept away by the Disasteroid. His current whereabouts 
are unknown. 


Thank you so much for reading this incredibly long chapter all the way to the end, and I 
hope you have a good day today! 
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Chapter Summary 


“Short version, I’m cursed.” 
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Bloodline 


Slipping on a fresh, new set of dry clothes simply felt amazing. Raz had always liked the 
feeling, but especially so after spending almost an hour walking back to the Mystery Shack in 
wet clothes on such a humid summer day. Not to mention that, after about half an hour, his 
arms had started to ache from carrying Lili in his arms for that long, not that he’d tell anyone 
that. The walk was slow, with almost half of their number suffering from some rather serious 
injury, but in the end, everyone was just relieved they made it back without any trouble. 


Raz tucked in some loose strands of hair under his cap, adjusted his goggles, and stepped 
back to observe his reflection in the mirror. He had to admit, he looked good as new. At least, 
no one would be able to tell that he had bruises forming underneath his clothes. 


Raz was about to turn the faucet on to splash some water on his face, before he suddenly 
decided against it. 


Stepping out of the bathroom, he climbed up the stairs to the attic and made his way to the 
bedroom of the twins. He opened the door, and just like he expected, everyone was gathered 
here. Norman was lain down on Dipper’s bed, shirtless, with layers of bandages covering his 
chest. It appeared Norman had regained consciousness in the time it took Raz to change his 
clothes. He would try to shift his position from time to time, hissing in pain everytime he did 
so. Neil stood not far from Norman, watching him with concern. Dipper sat on the foot of the 
bed, wrapped in a thick-looking blanket, a mug of hot chocolate clutched in his hands. All of 
that seemed to help him recover, and that’s without mentioning the fact that Mabel had her 
arms wrapped tightly around him. The look on her face made it clear that she won’t be letting 
go anytime soon. In the other side of the room, Lili had been laid down on Mabel’s bed, with 
Coraline and Wybie hovering closely near her. The sound of the door opening made them 
look over to Raz’s direction. 


Raz made his way over to them. “How is she?” 


“She’s fine. I think.” Coraline answered. “She woke up a few minutes ago.” 


Lili’s eyes were indeed open, but they appear glazed over, unfocused. Raz sighed in relief. At 
least they weren’t filled with red veins anymore. The veins all around her head that once 
threatened to pop out of her skin have now returned to normal as well. No more blood 
seemed to be trickling out of her nostrils. 


“She’s been kinda unresponsive ever since she woke up.” Wybie nervously pointed out. 
“That’s... bad, right? Or-?” 


Raz gave him a reassuring smile. “She’ll be fine. She just burned herself out. Everything’s 
just gonna be a blur for her for the next few hours.” 


Raz sat down on the side of the bed next to her. He took her hand in his, his lips quirked up 
into a smile. 


“She totally saved my ass.” 


“She does love that cute ass.” Coraline remarked. Raz barked out a short laugh. Everyone 
was silent for the next few seconds. 


“Raz.” 
Coraline’s tone of voice was markedly different from before. Raz looked up to meet her gaze. 
“You promised.” 


Raz looked around, finding that he had everyone’s undivided attention. Even Norman had 
craned his neck to look at Raz. Coraline definitely already told everyone what happened. 


He did promise. No use beating around the bush now. 
“Short version, I’m cursed.” 


Just that was enough to cause a noticeable reaction. Dipper straightened up where he sat. 
Both Mabel and Neil’s jaws dropped. Coraline and Wybie shared a look of wide eyes. They 
all still kept their silence, so Raz decided to continue. 


“It’s not just me. My whole family is cursed. We’re all cursed to die in water. That curse 
manifests in a... water hand. We call it the Hand of Galochio. Only an Aquato can see it. If 
we ever get close to a deep enough body of water, it shows up and tries to drag us to our 
painful, slow death by drowning.” 


Raz flashed them all a sheepish grin. 
“That’s why I always skip out on pool day, even if it’s five million degrees out there.” 


Raz decided to stop for now. Give them some time to process. If they wanted him to 
continue, they would have to prompt him for it. 


“Raz, the thing that attacked us wasn’t just a hand.” Coraline stated. 


Raz chuckled, ending it with a sigh. “That’s where the long version starts.” 


“You should sit down for this. Trust me.” Raz said, specifically towards Coraline, Wybie, and 
Neil. 


Neil sat on the edge of Dipper’s bed, while Coraline and Wybie settled to sit on the floor. Raz 
brought his feet up to sit cross-legged on the bed, before he began. 


“It started a long time ago. But, not very long. About less than a century, give or take.” He 
shrugged. “Back then, the Aquato family was a big family, and the Aquato name was a big 
deal. People would come from far and wide to see all the acts and tricks that the famous 
Aquato circus displayed, but a trip to the Aquato circus would never be enough without 
seeing the Aquato’s legendary, signature act. I don’t know the details, but it involved lots of 
high falls, spikes, sharks, and most importantly, water. It is insanely dangerous, people get 
hysterical whenever they see it, so you can see why that’s the main attraction.” 


Raz paused for a moment, more out of dramatic effect than anything else. Years of training as 
an entertainer had definitely left a mark on him. 


“None of the Aquatos are psychic.” 


The others leaned forward in their seats, except for Norman, who was lying down, but Raz 
could see his interest was piqued. Raz continued. 


“All that fame and fortune wasn’t all good, though. We had some enemies; people who 
wanted to take the Aquatos down a notch. But, none of them hates us as much as one other 
family. Enter, the Galochios.” Raz could see some eyes lighting up at the mention of that 
name. ““They’re a large family too, but nowhere near as famous as the Aquatos. Not as rich, 
too. They were led by the family’s patriarch, this old grandpa Galochio dude. He is a bad 
person.” 


Raz paused again for a moment. 
“The Galochios have one thing going for them, though. They’re psychic.” 


Wybie cocked his head to the side. Coraline, Mabel, and Neil had similar reactions of 
confusion. On the other hand, Dipper and Norman’s eyes widened. It seemed the two already 
had an idea of where the story was headed. 


“The Galochios hated the Aquatos because they were jealous of all the cash and renown the 
latter had, and the Galochio’s patriarch really fanned that fire. He thought his family deserved 
it more, because he’s psychic, and there were a lot of psychics in his family.” Raz’s 
expression turned into a frown. “Not gonna sugarcoat it; he was super racist towards non- 
psychics. In return, the Aquatos hated them back. Both sides ended up doing some horrible 
things to each other. It really looked like that conflict was going to last for... forever.” 


Raz couldn’t stop a smile from forming as he prepared to tell the next part of the tale. 


“But then, one day, a young man, an Aquato acrobat named Lazarus, went out for a walk in 
the woods. By complete chance, he met a beautiful girl who was out collecting some herbs. 
She introduced herself as Marona. The two talked for a bit, and they hit it off really well. 
Like, super well. They ended up hanging out for the whole day. It’s only at the end of the day 
that Marona realized that Lazarus was an Aquato, and she revealed herself as a Galochio.” 


Mabel audibly gasped, both of her hands flying to cover her mouth. Raz had to let out a little 
giggle. Of course, out of everyone here, Mabel would be one of the first ones to correctly 
guess what happened next. 


“It was shocking for them at first, but they both decided they don’t care about the stupid 
conflict between their families. They liked talking to each other, and they wanted to do it 
again. Over time, they became very close friends, and eventually... well, you know how 
these stories go.” 


Raz had to pause for a moment as both Mabel and Neil let out a high-pitched, “Aww...” 


“They tried to keep it under wraps at first, but it wasn’t long before the families found out. 
Surprise, surprise, they went ballistic.” The smile that had been on Raz’s face went away. 
“But, and I don’t one-hundred percent believe this next part, apparently Lazarus and Marona 
were so sweet together that the whole conflict came to a pause?” 


“You're kidding me.” Coraline said, her eyes narrowed at him. 


“Hey, I’m on the same boat as you are, but that’s what I was told.” Raz shrugged. “Anyway, 
it was actually pretty great. People from both sides can actually talk to each other without 
coming to blows. There were a few bumps along the way, but the Aquatos and the Galochios 
were actually starting to get along. Hell, when Lazarus and Marona got engaged, the Aquatos 
invited the Galochios over for a big party and an extra special performance of the Aquato’s 
signature act.” Raz smiled wistfully. “That must have been a sight to see. Every single 
Aquato and every single Galochio in the world, gathered under a single circus tent. Everyone 
was happy.” 


Raz’s smile disappeared. He casted his gaze downwards. “Everyone, except for one mean 
grump.” 


“The Galochio patriarch.” Dipper chimed in. 


“Bingo.” Raz confirmed with a sigh. “Now, to the Galochios’ credit, they mostly just ignored 
him. Whatever he’d say to try and start the conflict again, they would just brush it off, 
because, you know, he’s old, he won’t be around for too long. That approach is... fine, but 
there’s one big problem with it; the patriarch wasn’t exactly a frail grandpa.” Raz leaned 
forward, his face darkening. “He’s a very powerful psychic, and he knows magic.” 


Wybie blinked. “Just... straight up magic?” 


“Yep.” Raz nodded. “Magic. Spells... Curses.” 


“Since no one’s listening to him anymore, he took it upon himself to continue the conflict. He 
started preparing a curse; something that will bring ruin to anyone with Aquato blood in 
them. To ruin both our lives and our legacy, he prepared a curse that dooms us to die in water, 
because like I said, he’s a mean grump with a sick sense of irony. The big party gave him the 
perfect opportunity to unleash it.” 


Raz’s lips quirked into a lopsided smile before he could stop himself. “I have no idea what 
kind of dumbass would even let this openly hostile asshole into the party, but as the French 
say, c’est la vie.” He laughed, despite being fully aware of how inappropriate it was. 


“Anyway, fast forward to the big show. Everyone was gathered in a single circus tent, 
including the patriarch. Lazarus was ready up high on a platform, the spikes were in place, 
the arena was filled with water, the sharks were let loose; the show was about to begin. As 
Lazarus jumped off the platform, the patriarch unleashed the curse.” 


“The moment Lazarus touched the water, everything went to shit.” 


Raz paused, realizing how heavily he’s breathing. He wrapped his hand around Lili’s and 
squeezed, and he smiled in relief when he felt her squeezing back. The smile went away 
quickly, but he continued on. 


“The curse ended up working far too well. It was a bloodbath. Literally. With the water and 
the spikes and the sharks... at the end of it all, no one survived. Everyone was dead. Every 
Aquato, every Galochio... gone, just like that.” 


Looking around, everyone wore wide, horrified eyes. Mabel even had her hand covering her 
mouth, her eyes nearly watering. The room went silent, and Raz let it stay that way for a few 
more moments. 


Eventually, he broke the silence, with a smile, saying, ““‘Course, I’m sitting right here, so 
that’s not entirely true.” 


“See, Lazarus already suspected grandpa Galochio was up to something. He warned Marona 
not to come to the show. He told her she should just leave the party if she could. Good call on 
his part, because thanks to Lazarus, Marona became the last living Galochio.” 


Raz sighed sadly. “Marona was... never the same after that. She renounced the Galochio 
name, and on that day she swore that she hated psychics with every fiber of her being... even 
when she herself was a psychic. She took on Lazarus' last name and ran away. Far, far away.” 


“What she herself didn’t know at the time was that she was pregnant, with Lazarus' child. 
Nine months later, she gave birth to a son. She named him Augustus.” 


Jaws began to drop around the room. Raz had no other reaction other than to simply shrug. 
Coraline was the first to speak. “Isn’t that-?” 


“Yep.” Raz answered. “Augustus Aquato. My dad.” 


“Marona is my grandmother, Lazarus is my grandfather, the Galochio patriarch is my great- 
great-grandfather, and he just tried to kill us from beyond the grave.” 


Raz sighed at the end of it all, relieved. With his friends now aware of the curse, at least that’s 
one weight lifted off of his chest. Looking around the room, it was clear the others still had 
some questions even after his extended explanation. He leaned back, using his arms to 
support himself. “Any questions?” He asked. 


“Raz,” Dipper began, “if Marona is your grandma, then... that would mean-” 


“Uh huh.” Raz nodded. “I’m a quarter Galochio. The Galochio blood in me is why I’m even 
psychic at all.” 


“And the curse is still a thing now? Even after that Galochio patriarch died so long ago?” 
Mabel asked. 


“Well, ‘bringing doom to anyone with Aquato blood in them’ is sorta the goal of the curse, 
and me and my family are still around, so...” Raz shrugged. He bit his lip, a memory coming 
to mind, and he paused for a moment of thought, before he decided to continue. “Actually... 
my dad thinks the patriarch dying is the reason why the curse still exists.” 


Coraline’s brows furrowed. “Elaborate.” 


“My dad thinks, when the patriarch died, his soul lingered and then... combined itself with 
the curse somehow? Or, empowered the curse? Those two then manifested itself as the Hand 
of Galochio.” Raz elaborated. “The water body that the Hand of Galochio made for itself? I 
have a feeling that was him. That was the Galochio patriarch.” 


“How did the Hand made a body for itself anyway? And, didn’t you say only Aquatos were 
able to see it? What changed?” Coraline asked. 


Raz could only shrug helplessly for that question. “My dad always warned me the curse 
could get stronger. Why here, and why now? I have no idea.” He suddenly froze. “That... 
reminds me, I definitely need to call my family after this.” 


“Maybe it’s because we’re in Gravity Falls?” Dipper offered. “Weirdness gets cranked up to 
eleven here.” 


Raz nodded. “That’s a possibility.” In truth, that’s actually an incredibly relieving thought, if 
the reason the curse got stronger was because of Gravity Falls. His family definitely wouldn’t 
need to worry about it if that was the case. 


“Does Lili know about all this?” Neil asked. 


Raz gazed down at Lili beside him, at their hands still intertwined together. “Lili is the only 
one outside of my family that knows about the full story.” He replied. “Well, was, now that I 
have explained this to you all.” 


“Raz,” Norman began, pausing to force himself to a sitting position. Neil quickly went to his 
side and helped him, before Norman continued, “how come you never told us about this? 


This is... huge. We could’ve helped you with it.” 


“... I dunno.” Raz averted his gaze. Norman’s brilliant blue eyes could be strangely piercing 
sometimes. “Look, if we don’t go anywhere near rivers, or lakes, or oceans, or pools that are 
moderate-to-large sized, I’m good. The curse won’t be a problem at all. Or, well... at least, 
that’s how it’s been.” 


“Avoiding water is not the solution! Just because you stay away from the water, doesn’t mean 
it stops being a problem.” Norman’s voice had taken on that rare stern tone, and Raz couldn’t 
help but wilt slightly under his gaze. 


“Well, if we’re going to break curse, we need to know more about it first.” Dipper said as he 
rose to his feet. “Raz, do you know anything specific about the curse? Maybe what 
incantation was used? Or, how it was prepared?” 


Raz rolled his eyes. “I don’t know.” 
“Alright, do you know when exactly that big party happened? From there, we could-” 
“T don’t know.” 


“Oh, um... well, what about the name of the Galochio patriarch? With just the name alone, I 
think-” 


“I don t know!” Raz snapped. “I just told you everything that my dad told me, and he said that 
was everything that my grandma told him. Maybe my dad’s hiding something, or maybe my 
grandma’s not telling everything; I don’t know. But I can guarantee you, I’m not hiding 
anything.” 


Raz sighed, leaning forward to bury his face in his hands. “No one wants this curse broken 
more than I do. I just have no idea where to even begin.” 


“You think that’s gonna stop us from trying?” 


Raz looked up at the sound of Coraline’s voice. Everyone, except for Norman and Lili, had 
stood up, giving him smiles of confidence. 


“All of us are going to help you break this curse, whether you like it or not.” Coraline stated 
firmly. “I think I can speak for Lili for this one. I doubt she won’t be on board if it comes to 
helping you.” 


Raz looked around at the others in the room, the memory of everything they had done, 
everything they had been through together this summer, playing clear as day in his head. He 
looked at Lili beside him, who was rendered stuck in an unfocused haze because she saved 
him. An image of Lili with a visage of utter rage and fury came to mind. The Galochio curse 
has remained unbroken for decades, but now that he’s surrounded with his friends, he found 
himself feeling hopeful. 


The least he could do right now, Raz thought, was to smile back at them. 


Chapter End Notes 


Raz’s family history is weird as hell. 


Well, at least, that’s my version of the Aquato family history. Obviously, we won’t know 
some legit Aquato history until Psychonauts 2, and that’s even if it was revealed in that 
game at all. Still pumped as fuck for that game though. 


A much, much calmer chapter this time, but especially after how action-packed the last 
chapter was, I think it was needed. Still an important chapter, though. We get some 
explanation about Raz’s family past and the curse, and honestly, those were a blast to 
write. I guess I can say stuff about Raz will always be the most fun things to write for 
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Shaping Up 


Chapter Summary 


Neil has always wanted to contribute more to the team. Today marks his first step 
towards making that a reality. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
Shaping Up 


The ring of an alarm clock pierced through the serene early morning silence. Contrary to his 
usual habit, Neil had jolted himself awake before the first ring even ended. He scrambled out 
of bed, but thanks to the combination of post-sleep grogginess and his own overexcitement, it 
became more of a tumble than a scramble, as he fell into a heap beside the bed. However, he 
still managed to raise a hand up to slam it down on the alarm clock, cutting it off halfway 
through its second ring. 


Neil spent the next few moments to properly will himself awake. He might have had to slap 
himself in the face a few times to accomplish that, but now with his bearings regained, he 
rose to his feet with only minimal difficulty. His blanket and some of the bed sheets got 
tangled up with him as he fell, so he took the time, but not too much time, to bundle them up 
together and dump them back on his bed. Next, he turned his attention towards his roommate 
for the summer. 


Norman still appeared to be sleeping soundly, at least from what Neil could tell in the dim 
early morning light. Neil smiled to himself at the sight; he was worried that the alarm might 
wake Norman from his sleep, and that was the last thing he wanted to happen. After 
everything that Norman went through yesterday, his dear friend needed every bit of rest that 
he could get. 


“Sleep tight, buddy.” Neil whispered. 


As silently as he could, he made his way to his suitcase. The ragged, old thing was a hand- 
me-down from his dad, but it held itself together pretty well so far. He took out a select few 
clothes from it and began undressing. The process took longer than usual, mainly because it’s 
still pretty dark and he’s doing his best not to make noise, but eventually he was garbed in a 
new set of clothing, consisting of an orange t-shirt and grey shorts, with a red headband to 
complete the ensemble. Lastly, he placed his inhaler safely in his pocket and pulled out a pair 
of shoes from under his bed, before sneaking out of the room. 


He still sneaked for about five more steps after exiting the room, but after that, he sprinted 
across the corridor, down the stairs, and to the front porch. However, he came to an abrupt 
halt just before he opened the front door, as through the window, he noted with delight, he 
could see that someone was already there before him. 


It was none other than the blue-haired captain of their ragtag band of supernatural 
investigators, Coraline Jones. She’s dressed in what Neil recognized as her usual workout 
gear; a dark blue sleeveless tank top, black sweatpants, and a pair of running shoes. A pair of 
headphones hung around her neck, the cable trailing to the pocket of her pants. She’s 
currently in the middle of doing some light stretches. Neil watched her for a while until she 
finished her set of stretches. Coraline then put her headphones on properly, fiddled with the 
player in her pocket for a bit, before she jogged off in the direction of the town. 


As soon as Coraline was out of sight, Neil walked out of the front door. He set the shoes 
down on the porch and quickly put it on. It was a tight fit, and they’re not exactly running 
shoes, but the lady at the store assured him that it won’t feel that much different. Rising to his 
feet, he hastily did all the stretches that just saw Coraline did. By the end of it, he was already 
feeling quite warm, with a few droplets of sweat rolling down his forehead. Staring down the 
road headed towards the town, he grinned, feeling more pumped than ever. 


He still couldn’t believe he never thought of this sooner. To get stronger, all he needed to do 
was follow Coraline’s workout routine. It’s going to be difficult, but he’s prepared to do 
whatever it takes. Before he’d know it, he would be as strong as Coraline. 


“Let’s do this.” 


With a grin, and popular eighties motivational rock song Eye of the Tiger playing in his head, 
Neil began to run after Coraline. 


Coraline didn’t exactly keep her workout routine a secret, so it wasn’t hard for Neil to figure 
out the details of it. She would always start bright and early, after some light stretches, with 
jogging about five or so laps around town. That alone was already quite daunting for Neil, 
but he supposed that’s why the saying ‘no pain, no gain’ was invented. Nevertheless, Neil 
was ready for it. He knew exactly what he’s getting into, he knew what he wanted to achieve, 
and he’s prepared for all the pain that would bring him. 


The first quarter of the first lap went by pretty smoothly; with Neil wearing a smile 
throughout, egged on by the promised reward and Eye of the Tiger on loop in his head. The 
second quarter of the first lap definitely felt rougher than the first; Neil stopped smiling, Eye 
of the Tiger didn’t have that much of an effect anymore, but the image of a stronger version 
of himself that he kept in his head motivated him to power through. For the third quarter of 
the first lap, Neil felt like he must have somehow stumbled into Hell, because every single 
part of his body felt like its on fire, but that image was still enough to make him take step 
after step forward. By the time Neil entered the final quarter of the first lap, his vision was 
beginning to darken and blur, so he felt like it would be acceptable for him to head over to the 


side of the road, lie down, close his eyes, and, if worse comes to worst, prepare himself for 
the sweet embrace of death. 


Neil had no idea how long he laid there at the side of the road, dying, but eventually he began 
to hear the rhythmic sound of footsteps approaching. The footsteps grew closer and closer, 
until it stopped right next to him. 


“Neil?” 


Neil cracked an eye open to see Coraline, a hand on her hip and her head tilted to the side, 
looking absolutely baffled. 


“The hell happened to you?” 


Neil forced himself to smile. Or, at least, he hoped it came out as a smile. He couldn’t really 
feel any of his muscles anymore. 


“Heeey, Coraline.” 


Coraline’s eyebrows furrowed, her eyes scanning Neil up and down. “Did Mabel trick you 
into inhaling Smile Dip again?” 


“Nah, nah, I’m just... out for a jog.” Neil wanted to chuckle, but it really only came out as a 
really weird wheeze. He also tried to push himself into a sitting position, but that attempt 
lasted for all of two seconds before he flopped back down. 


“Neil, be serious.” Coraline said. Her voice was stern, but also laced with concern. “You look 
like you’re dying.” 


“Well... it’s just simple math really, Coraline.” Neil tried to wave his hand nonchalantly, but 
he ended just weakly flailing his hand around. “If no pain equals no gain, then lots of pain 
equals lots of gain!” 


Coraline’s lips became a thin line. “That’s... okay, you definitely look like you’re in a lot of 
pain. Not seeing a lot of gain, though. Seriously, what on earth are you doing?” 


“I told you, jogging!” Neil replied. He observed Coraline closely and, despite the fact that she 
must have already done a few laps herself, she didn’t appear winded at all. “By the way, 
quick question, how do you keep doing this every day? Is- is it the song? What you got 
playing there?” 


“Ghost Town by Shiny Toy Guns, and no, it’s not because of the song.” Coraline took off her 
headphones to let it hang around her neck and knelt down next to Neil. Just from the look on 
her face, it was clear that she realized something. “Neil, are you trying to do my routine?” 
She asked slowly. 


Neil averted his gaze for a moment, before he looked up with a sheepish smile, which he 
found out he could do now, to his relief. “Surprise?” 


Coraline sighed, rubbing her face. “Neil, you can’t.” 


“Sure I can! I’m just... taking five! Just a little break! I'll be up and about again in a sec.” 
Neil put all his effort to a reassuring grin. However, even after that, Coraline still wore a stern 
frown. 


“You can’t. You literally, physically can’t.” Coraline firmly said. 
Neil pouted at her. “Why do you gotta go and not believe in me like that?” 


“What I believe in has nothing to do with this! Neil, Pve been doing this ever since-” 
Coraline abruptly paused, and Neil noticed how her breathing wavered slightly. “I’ve been 
doing this for years. When I started, I picked the toughest possible routine that I could 
physically do. Once that’s started getting easy, I switched over to an even tougher routine. So 
on and so forth, for years.” 


A defeated frown settled on Neil’s face as Coraline continued. “It’s not that I don’t believe 
you or anything. It’s just that, right now, your body won’t be able to do the things that my 
body can do. Plus, don’t you have asthma and a bunch of allergies? Those are definitely 
going to factor in too.” 


Neil could feel himself deflating, his drive and what’s left of his energy seeping out of him. 
He spotted Coraline at the corner of his eye waiting for a response, but he remained silent. 
Coraline moved to sit down next to him, straightening and stretching her legs. 


“This... came out of nowhere. You, trying to get stronger. You’ve never been all that 
bothered by it before.” Coraline said, catching his attention. His eyes darted towards her. 
“Why?” 


Neil sighed. He thought about his answer for a few moments before he spoke. “Because I 
don’t have superpowers like Raz, or Lili, or Norman. I’m never gonna be as smart and 
creative as Dipper, or Wybie, or Mabel. So, I thought, maybe I can at least be strong like 
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you. 


“I do everything that I can to help you guys out, and Pll always do that, but I still want to do 
more. I want to have more to give to the team.” Neil finished. Coraline’s eyes were wide at 
the end of it, as she spent a while in silence. 


“Neil...” Coraline began, “You don’t have to go through this, you dork. Just sticking with us 
through all of our crazy adventures is more than enough.” 


“Of course you'll say that! You’re all super cool and nice like that.” Neil retorted. “That’s 
why I didn’t tell anyone that I’m doing this. If you guys found out, you’re gonna be, like, ‘oh, 
Neil, we already appreciate everything you’re doing now’ and that’s really sweet of you guys, 
thank you, but... this isn’t just for you. I want to get stronger, for my own sake.” 


“Makes me feel better about myself, I guess.” Neil concluded, the sentence coming out barely 
above a whisper. 


Neil heard Coraline let out a sigh, before she rose to her feet and swiveled in place to face 
him. She extended an open hand down towards him. “Alright, get up.” Coraline said. ““We’re 


going to get your ass back to the Shack, and once I’m done with my workout, we’re going to 
look up exercising routines that’s actually safe for you to do.” 


Neil blinked in surprise. “H-huh?” 


“Look, if you really want to get stronger, I’m not going to stop you.” Coraline clarified. “I’m 
just telling you, you need to do it at your own pace. If you try to match me right from the get- 
go, you'll end up hurting yourself.” 


Neil’s grin returned, and with it, his drive and energy. “You'll do that for me? Does that mean 
we’re workout buddies now?” 


Coraline shrugged with a smile. “Sure, why not? It’ll be nice to have one again. Wybie’s 
sworn off exercising years ago, you know.” 


“Come on then. Up and at ‘em.” Coraline gestured to her outstretched hand. “I still got a 
bunch of stuff left in my routine.” 


“Ah, yeah, right... um...” Neil chuckled nervously. “See, I kinda... can’t feel my legs since 
about ten minutes ago, so...” 


Coraline rolled her eyes while Neil could only offer a sheepish grin. Nevertheless, after a bit 
of maneuvering, Neil had perched himself safely and securely on Coraline’s back with only a 
moderate amount of difficulty. 


“Huh. You’re not as heavy as I thought you’d be.” Coraline remarked. 
Neil smiled. “Aww, is that a compliment?” 
“If you want it to.” 


Neil hugged her tight, causing her to stumble slightly, but she kept her footing, smiling back 
at Neil. 


“Thanks.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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writer’s block ever since I started writing again while writing this, which is why this 
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Poet of the Unknown 
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The Mystery Kids encounter a pair of brothers who once visited a land lost in the 
clouded annals of history. 
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Poet of the Unknown 


When Raz informed them that today’s agenda was to visit another one of their ‘potential 
recruits’, Dipper wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as the other members of the Mystery Kids. He’d 
been hoping he’d get to spend the day continuing his research; he’d predicted that by the end 
of the day, he would be able to refine a few spells to the point where they could at least be 
utilized without backfiring horribly, as well as being one step closer towards completing his 
Weirdmageddon Weirdness Wave theory and how it affected the world. Maybe he could even 
find an explanation to how the waves managed to breach Gravity Falls’ barrier in the first 
place. Obviously, with the new agenda, none of them would come to pass today. 


Dipper’s displeasure was mitigated somewhat when Raz revealed exactly who the ‘potential 
recruit’ was. He had always looked forward to meeting them once he learned of their 
existence, as they tied very heavily into another one of his many ongoing researches. 
Therefore, with only minimal-to-moderate amount of complaints, Dipper gathered the 
relevant files, boarded the jet, and took his seat at the back of the jet. 


The decision to continue his research on the jet ended up being less than ideal. The 
turbulence, although minimal thanks to Agent Danvers’ expert piloting skills, still bothered 
him, and it seemed to always happen at the worst of times. Raz and Mabel would also come 
by from time to time to bother him, despite his explicit insistence to be left alone. It was 
mostly stubbornness that got him to power through it. In the end, he didn’t get through as 
much as he would’ve liked, but progress is still progress. 


“Hey, Dipper.” 


Mabel’s voice came from beside him. Dipper pointedly buried his nose deeper into the file in 
his hands. 


“Yo! Sir Dippingsauce! 


Dipper leaned back in his seat, hiding his face from view with the file. 


“Earth to Dipworld! Dipper! Dipper!” 
Dipper slammed the file down to his lap. He already had a glare fixed at Mabel. 


“Mabel, I might end up rotting my own skin if I don’t get the formula to this spell right, my 
Weirdmageddon theory could explain how the event contributed to the increase of 
supernatural activity, and I haven’t finished sorting out the files I need for when we meet our 
‘recruits’, but if what you have to say is more important than any of that, then please do tell 
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me. 
Mabel simply gave him a cheeky grin. 
“We landed, like, five minutes ago.” 


Dipper blinked. He looked around the cabin to find that it was mostly empty, with only him 
and Mabel being the ones left in the jet. A quick glance out the window revealed that the 
sprawling blue sky has been replaced by a row of trees, their leaves taking on autumnal 
colors. 


“Oh.” 


The spot where they landed was practically the same as last time; a clearing in the woods just 
outside of town. They had a quick briefing, Coraline ordered them to split off into pairs and 
search the town for their ‘recruits’. Dipper, quite obviously, chose to pair up with Mabel, and 
they were told to search the library. Once again, despite the Mystery Kids knowing where 
they live, Coraline insisted that going to their house would be ‘too creepy’, and that they 
should save that as a last resort. 


Dipper sighed rather loudly. He’d like to think Coraline chose to ignore it. 


“Remember, compared to Danny, these two are basically normal.” Coraline stated at the end 
of her briefing. “Don’t mention any crazy supernatural stuff, don’t frontload it with talks 
about protecting the world, and whatever you do, don’t creep them out.” 


With that, the Mystery Kids dispersed in different directions. Mabel skipped along merrily 
beside him, while Dipper decided to pull out the profiles of their ‘recruits’ from his backpack 
and gave them one last read as they walked. It wasn’t long before they emerged from the 
woods and entered the town proper, the two walking in amiable silence. 


Dipper knew it won’t be long until Mabel broke that silence. “Hey, Dipper?” 
“Yeah?” 


“A little birdie told me you’re more excited to meet these two than you were to meet Danny 
Phantom.” Mabel said, giving him a curious look. 


“That birdie is correct.” 


Mabel’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “More than actual, real-life superhero, Danny 
Phantom?” 


“A bit, yeah.” Dipper answered with a small shrug. 


Mabel immediately pulled out her grappling hook from under her sweater, aiming it towards 
him. Dipper would have been sincerely alarmed, if it weren’t for the ridiculous look of 
‘seriousness’ that Mabel wore. “Who are you and what have you done with my brother?!” 
She questioned. 


Dipper rolled his eyes. “Meeting Danny is still really cool, obviously. Meeting these two just 
excites me in a different way.” He pointed the grappling hook away from him. “And put that 

thing away before you accidentally hit someone in the head with it. You know that thing isn’t 
as stable as it used to be.” 


Mabel tucked the grappling hook back under her sweater with a mischievous grin, before she 
looked at Dipper curiously again. “I still don’t get why though. All they did was seeing some 
crazy stuff, falling into a lake, and then almost dying.” She paused for a moment. “Wait, was 
that in the right order?” 


“Close.” Dipper replied, closing the file in his hands and handing it over to Mabel. “‘Falling 
into a lake’ came first. ‘Almost dying’ and ‘seeing some crazy stuff’ happened at the same 
time.” 


Mabel spent a few seconds glancing through the file, before looking up at Dipper. “Still 
doesn’t explain it for me.” 


“Well, near-death experiences are always interesting to study. There’s just something about 
being so close to death that is... inherently supernatural.” Dipper explained. He grinned as he 
continued on. “The crazy stuff they saw as they almost died was especially interesting.” 


“See, after they were rescued from the lake and recovered in the hospital, the police asked 
them for a statement. The older brother, Walter, gave a rather straightforward explanation for 
what happened. They were out trick-or-treating, they decided to take a shortcut through the 
woods, they weren’t careful with where they were going and they fell into the lake. Very 
simple and normal.” 


“But, the younger brother, Gregory; his explanation was much more interesting.” Dipper 
flipped through the file in Mabel’s hands until he reached the relevant page. “He described a 
village of dancing skeletons, a riverboat of impeccably dressed frogs, a city in the clouds, a 
beast that chased him and his brother through the woods, and that’s only some of it.” He 
ecstatically explained. “Of course, since he was six at the time, the police brushed it off as 
something a six year-old would say.” 


Mabel shared his grin.” Because the police are dumb like that.” 


“Because the police thought Gregory was dumb and wrong, and Walter was the one who’s 
right. But, we know better.” His grin became a tad more mischievous. “In fact, I guarantee 


you that Walter was lying. He must have seen the same things that his brother saw. He just 
chose to hide it for some reason.” 


Mabel nodded thoughtfully, though Dipper had to admit that was somewhat undercut by the 
fact that her tongue was sticking out the side of her mouth. “That is pretty cool, but it still 
doesn’t quite beat ‘actual superhero’ to me.” 


“That’s because I’m not finished.” Dipper stated, raising a pointed finger. “For some of my 
research, I still work together with great uncle Ford. One of those was about a phenomenon 
that Ford experienced as he was traveling between dimensions.” He explained. “You see, 
dimension-hopping is not instantaneous. From one end to another, it’s connected by... a 
tunnel, sort of. Sometimes, in the few seconds that Ford was in the tunnel, he could... see 
things outside of it. At first, he thought he just imagined it, but it happened consistently 
enough to warrant a proper investigation. He started keeping notes, whenever it happened, of 
the things he saw beyond the tunnel.” 


Dipper paused for a moment to pull out his new journal, one with a pine tree on the cover, 
from his backpack and opened it to the page that he wanted. He held the journal side by side 
with the file on Mabel’s hands. 


“What little that Ford saw out there matches up perfectly with some of the things that 
Gregory described.” 


Mabel looked back and forth between the journal and the file, her eyes progressively growing 
wider with each pass. “Whoa...” was all she could muster to say. 


After a few quiet seconds, Dipper closed the journal. He was about to return it to his 
backpack, when Mabel interrupted him with, “So, the place outside the tunnel... what’s it 
called? What else do you know about it?” 


“Ford calls it ‘the In-Between’.” Dipper replied. “And for a long time, there’s literally 
nothing else that we know about it. It’s a giant question mark. It’s just... unknown.” 


Dipper gazed down at the journal in his hands. “With the portal gone, the research was kind 
of a dead end. You can’t study it if you can’t make it happen. So, when I first read about 
those two brothers...” A chuckle escaped his lips. “You can’t imagine how thrilled I was, 
Mabel.” 


“I feel like I have an idea.” Mabel smiled. A second later, that smile turned into a frown, as 
she put a finger on her chin. “Wait, if Ford saw it while going between dimensions, and the 
two brothers saw it by almost dying, how-?” 


“Exactly!” Dipper grabbed both of Mabel’s shoulders. “If they saw the same things, then that 
means they passed through the same place! Just that alone is enough to prove that our souls 
actually go somewhere after we die! We could even find where that place is! What if the 
afterlife is just a different dimension that we could someday reach without dying?! What if 
Heaven and Hell are the same?!” He started shaking her rather forcefully. “Mabel, we could 
someday open a doorway into Heaven!” 


“Okay, okay, whoa!” Mabel grabbed Dipper’s hands, stopping him from shaking her any 
further. She chuckled. “I definitely get why this is cooler than meeting Danny for you now.” 


Dipper stepped back, his cheeks beginning to gain a shade of red. He did not realize just how 
excited he let himself get. He’d even accidentally dropped his journal to the pavement in his 
excitement. Fortunately, there weren’t that many people around them, but the few that were 
turned their heads curiously at the twins, and at Dipper in particular. Dipper sheepishly 
picked up his journal and hastily shoved it back in his backpack. 


He cleared his throat. “Yep, that’s, uh... that’s why.” 


Mabel grinned at him, a fond grin, one that Dipper couldn’t help return with a grin of his 
own. A comfortable silence settled between the two, as they walked deeper into the town. 
Their surroundings had gradually become much livelier; more people milling about, bigger 
buildings, even a few cars going by the street. As embarrassing as his outburst was, Dipper 
was glad he’d at least did it earlier, in a much quieter portion of the town. 


“Hey, Dipper, follow-up question.” Mabel suddenly spoke, leaning in closer to him. “So, 
besides helping out with your research, how exactly would these two brothers help us with 
our whole ‘protector of the world’ deal?” Dipper appreciated the fact that, in this crowded 
area, Mabel had the common sense to whisper that question. 


Dipper smirked at her, whispering, “I’m starting to think you don’t actually read anything in 
those files, Mabel.” 


“It’s not my fault those files are super boring to look at.” Mabel pouted. “I mean would it kill 
them to add some pictures? Or use colored text? Splash some glitter on it or something?” 


Dipper rolled his eyes, but he still answered. “Well, to quote Agent Nein, ‘when you 
experience something so deeply supernatural like that, you don’t come out of it the same’.” 


Judging from the look on Mabel’s face, that answer only left her with even more questions. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


“I have no idea.” Dipper replied with a shrug. “I think he likes being cryptic just for the sake 
for it. Maybe that’s where Raz got it from.” 


Mabel laughed at that. Dipper snickered. The two settled into silence once again as they 
walked on some more. Over time, the crowd of people around them thinned, the buildings 
becoming smaller and sparser, noticeably taking on a much more residential style to it. Out of 
the corner of his eye, Dipper spotted Mabel looking left and right with her brows furrowed, 
no doubt confused by the fact that their surroundings looked distinctly suburban. 


“Dipper, I don’t think this is the right way to the library. You have a map, right?” She asked. 


“We’re not going to the library.” Dipper replied. He kept his gaze straight ahead. “We’re 
going to their house.” 


Mabel’s eyes went wide. “But Coraline said-” 


“Coraline is wasting our time.” Dipper cut in, the frustration made apparent in his voice. 
“What’s the point of spending hours going to these random places so that hopefully we run 
into them, when we already know where they live?!” 


Mabel frowned, stating, “Coraline told us not to be creepy, though.” 


“It’s not as creepy as she thinks it is. An address is listed by the government; it’s not exactly 
top secret. As government agents, why shouldn’t we use that?” Dipper reasoned. “Well, 
we're... government-adjacent, but still.” 


Mabel’s face scrunched up almost comically, and Dipper guessed she was deep in thought, 
before she finally conceded with, “Yeah, I guess.” She sighed. “Coraline’s gonna be super 
mad at us. What are we gonna say to her?” 


“We won’t have to say anything.” Dipper replied, wearing what he thought was a completely 
deserved smug smile. “We’re going to head to their house, smooth things over with the 
brothers and their parents, talk about everything that we need to talk about with them, and 
then we get to head back early. It’s a win for everyone involved.” 


“Well... alright then. Fingers crossed.” Mabel smiled rather hesitantly, which Dipper thought 
was fair. Realistically, every plan always has a chance of failing, and this one was no 
different. They have to very careful with their approach, lest they end up alienating the 
brothers. 


They walked for another four-and-a-half minutes, passing by houses of various shapes, sizes, 
and colors, before they came to a stop before a particular house. It was a simple single-story 
house, painted a rather dull beige. It had a porch that ran along the front of the house, with a 
small staircase leading up to its white front door. A lantern-shaped porch light was set beside 
the door, as well as two front windows at either side of the door. There was a sticker 
depicting a jack-o-lantern wearing a witch’s hat displayed on one of the windows; leftover 
decorations from Halloween a few weeks ago, Dipper presumed. Off to the side, Dipper 
spotted a gate, which Dipper guessed would most likely lead to a backyard. 


“This is the place.” 


He didn’t even need to open the file again to double-check the address. He’d read through it 
so many times now he’d memorized everything in it. 


Dipper and Mabel looked at each other. Both of them smiled; Dipper’s was one of bold 
confidence, while Mabel’s was one of cautious optimism. Together, they marched towards 
the front door. 


Mabel was the one who knocked. There was an immediate, muffled response coming from 
inside, but too muffled for them to make out exactly what was said. They heard footsteps 
approaching the door, followed by the sound of the door being unlocked, before the door 
swung open. Holding the door open was a young boy, and it was immediately apparent how 
young the boy was compared to the twins, his full height barely reaching up to Dipper’s 
shoulders, with tidy, slicked brown hair and a round face that looked up at the twins with a 


friendly smile. Dipper instantly recognized the boy as the younger half of the two brothers, 
Gregory. 


“Hello, identical strangers.” Gregory greeted. 


Mabel showed a smile of absolute delight. It was always an unspoken agreement between 
them that Mabel would be the one handling the younger brother, so Dipper decided to take a 
metaphorical step back and let Mabel do the talking for now. 


She leaned closer to Gregory, resting her hands on her knees. “And hello to you too, you 
adorable round munchkin! You must be Gregory, right?” 


Gregory nodded. “Yep, that sure is my name.” 


“Great! That name really suits you, by the way. It made you cuter by about two-hundred 
percent!” Mabel giggled, Gregory smiled bashfully, and Dipper began to wonder if it really 
was a good idea to let Mabel do the talking. “So, are your parents home? We- well, we wanna 
talk to you, but we kinda need to ask your parents for permission first.” 


“Oh, my parents aren’t home yet.” Gregory replied. Dipper frowned; talking to the brothers 
without their parents would make things easier, but also would be a level of creepy that 
Coraline explicitly told them not to reach. “But if you wanna talk to a grown-up, Wirt is 
here.” Gregory suddenly added. 


Mabel tilted her head slightly to the side. “Wirt?” 


“Yeah, Wirt. He’s my brother.” Gregory clarified. “He’s... not really a grown-up, but boy 
does he love to pretend to be one.” 


Seeing as how Mabel looked like she was about to have a meltdown from that name, Dipper 
quickly cut in. “Yes, we would like to talk to Wirt, please.” 


“Okay! Be back in a flash!” Gregory exclaimed, before retreating into the house, leaving the 
door slightly ajar. 


With Gregory out of sight, Mabel turned to face Dipper, practically buzzing in place. “He 
calls his brother Wirt, that is so flipping adorable!” She squealed. 


The sight of Mabel being so ecstatic drew an amused smile from Dipper, despite the 
circumstances. “Guess we’re not the only ones doing the nickname thing, huh?” 


“Dipper, siblings have been doing the nickname thing ever since siblings were invented!” 
Mabel stated with her signature, ridiculous mock-serious look. 


The sound of footsteps approaching drew their attention back to the door. Soon, Gregory 
returned, and behind him was someone new, someone much older than Gregory. He’s far 
taller than him too, taller even than the twins, with his brown hair quite a mess atop his head, 
and a sharp, almost-triangular nose. Dipper quickly recognized him too, as the older half of 
the brothers, Walter. Or, as Gregory called him, ‘Wirt’. 


He gave the twins a questioning look. “Can I help you?” 


“Hi! So... you’re Wirt, huh?” Mabel greeted with a gleam in her eyes before Dipper could 
say anything. 


‘Wirt’ glanced down at Gregory for a moment, who replied with an innocent smile, before he 
spoke. “It’s actually...” He paused for a moment, before shrugging. “You know what, sure. 
Witt is fine.” 


“Sorry, do I know you?” Wirt asked. 


“No, I doubt you do.” Dipper quickly answered. Mabel shot him a pout. “My name is Mason 
Pines, and this is my twin sister, Mabel.” 


“Sup?” 
“We would like to ask you and your brother a few questions, if you don’t mind.” 
“Oh. Yes, of course, go ahead.” Wirt nodded. “Is this a survey for a school project?” 


“It’s not, this is...” Dipper paused. They had been friendly enough so far, but he knew that 
could change drastically after this. “It’s about the... incident that you and your brother were 
involved in at last year’s Halloween.” 


Just like he expected, the shift in demeanor was instant. The politely neutral expression on 
Wirt’s face contorted into a hardened, dark scowl. He placed one hand on the door and 
another on Gregory’s shoulder, and Dipper could see the knuckles of the hand on the door 
tightening. Gregory, who had been nothing but smiles and grins so far, lost the smile he had 
all this time, replaced by a slack-jawed look of something resembling surprise. He tilted his 
head up at Wirt, looking like he’s... unsure? 


“Ts this the part where I should leave, Wirt?” Gregory slowly asked. 


Wirt looked down at his younger brother, his expression softening as he did so. “Yes. Go wait 
inside, Greg.” Gregory’s gaze shifted from Wirt to the twins for a long moment, and while he 
eventually did go back inside the house as he was told, he visibly did so with great 
reluctance, his eyes never leaving the twins as he walked. Wirt watched his brother slowly 
retreat further into the house until he was out of sight, at which point he immediately 
whipped around to face the twins again, wearing a glare that nearly caused Dipper to flinch. 


“You weirdos just can’t seem to leave me and my brother alone, can you?” Wirt hissed. There 
was an obvious effort to keep his voice low, most likely so that Gregory wouldn’t be able to 
hear it. 


Mabel raised her hands defensively, wearing the friendliest smile she could muster. “Whoa, 
no need to be so hostile now. We just met, like, two minutes ago. Let’s just get to know each 
other a little better first, “kay?” 


Wirt’s response was to narrow his eyes at Mabel. “I’ve already met plenty of people like you. 
I know enough.” 


“People like us?” Dipper parroted. On the surface level, Wirt and Gregory’s case seemed like 
a completely normal one. Dipper’s knowledge of the In-Between was what attracted him 
towards the two. What other sort of people would be interested in the brothers? 


“Crazy paranormal investigators who are convinced that something weird must have 
happened to us.” Wirt spat out those words as if they were poison. “I still have no idea how 
you people managed to get your hands on the police file, but Greg was confused. He was just 
hallucinating all of it. He was six when it happened, for crying out loud!” 


Dipper gritted his teeth. It took everything within him to bite back a retort. The two brothers 
were his only lead on further investigation of the In-Between. He couldn’t afford to 
antagonize them, so he had to choose his words carefully. Personal issues would have to take 
a backseat for now. 


Wirt breathed heavily, his glare softening. “Why can’t you people just drop it? It’s been over 
a year. Go investigate something else. God knows the world’s filled with crazy now.” 


“Wirt, I guarantee you, we are nothing like them.” Dipper said, keeping his tone even and 
neutral. 


“Yeah! We’re not gonna be jerks about it.” Mabel added. “I mean, at this point, we’re 
basically just asking for permission.” 


Dipper noted with relief that Wirt’s glare had completely went away, though his overall 
demeanor still remained hostile. “Let me get this straight, right now, you two are simply 
asking for permission?” He asked slowly. 


“Yup.” Mabel nodded. 
“Then permission denied.” 


Before Dipper realized it, Wirt had taken a step back and the door was already halfway 
closed. He only knew he had to stop it, and fast, and that’s when his instinct took over. 


“Wait, no!” 


Dipper stepped forward and placed his hand on the door, putting his weight behind it to stop 
Wirt from closing the door. Wirt’s eyes widened at the sudden act, before they narrowed at 
Dipper. 


“Let go of the door.” He stated coldly. 


Dipper stared up at Wirt, unflinching. His instinct still had both hands on the wheel. Before 
his rational mind could wrench control back, his emotions flaring, words began to pour out. 


“Is your brother okay with this?” Dipper kept his voice to a low hiss, thanks to a sliver of 
rational thought warning him from making a scene. “With you, lying, telling everyone that 
what he saw wasn’t real? You know Greg is telling the truth about what he saw. I won’t be 
surprised if you saw the same thing.” 


Dipper barely registered Mabel’s hand on his shoulder, tugging him back, but he didn’t care. 
All he cared was Wirt, who looked increasingly outraged with every word that Dipper said. 


“Do you even care about how he must have felt? You’re his brother. You’re supposed to 
support him, take his side, no matter what. Instead, you lie. You convinced Greg to lie. All 
for the sake of, what, trying to look normal?” The hand Dipper used to hold the door 
clenched into a fist. “Do you even care about Greg at all?” 


Silence reigned after that. Long seconds passed one after another, with Wirt’s eyes wide 
reeling from shock, while Dipper maintained his unflinching stare. The shock faded from 
Wirt, his features contorting into something cold, as he slowly leaned forward. He didn’t stop 
until his face was only inches away from Dipper’s, wearing a cold glare that looked a million 
times more intense than earlier. Dipper’s unflinching stare melted away under Wirt’s glare, as 
Dipper realized, a second too late, that the person standing before him was well and truly 
pissed. 


“You don’t know anything about me and Greg.” 


The hand Dipper used to hold the door open had gone slack. Wirt used the opportunity to 
slam the door closed. The sound of a click could be heard. Dipper took a few steps back, his 
flaring emotions subsiding with each step, until his senses fully returned to him, and he could 
only stand in horror at the realization of what he had done. 


“Crap.” 


Mabel, ever the optimist, was already pounding at the door. “Wait, please! Just hear us out for 
a sec!” 


“T’ve heard enough!” Wirt shouted back. “Leave now, or I swear I’m calling the police!” 


“But- but- it’s-!” Mabel turned towards Dipper, her eyes questioning and desperate. Dipper 
could only offer a hopeless look in his current state of mind. However, Mabel suddenly 
blinked, and Dipper could practically see the figurative light bulb go off in her head, before 
she turned back to the door and shouted, “You both have changed ever since it happened, 
right?!” 


There was no response from inside, only sudden, abrupt silence. Dipper mentally slapped 
himself. He’d been so preoccupied with the brothers’ connection to the In-Between that he 
had completely forgotten about that extra tidbit of information from Agent Nein. However, at 
the same time, that information was so vague that Dipper wondered if it could even be 
utilized. 


“Mabel, good call,” Dipper whispered, “but where are you going with this?” 


Mabel whispered back, “I have absolutely no idea.” Dipper had no idea why he expected 
more, but he still groaned silently. 


Mabel turned his attention back to the door and, much more hesitantly this time, began 
shouting again. “You two have never been the same, right?! Uh... you two started... um... 
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Mabel sucked in a breath through her teeth, before she closed her eyes, and she finally 
finished the sentence with, “... seeing things...?” 


Dipper had to praise Mabel for picking statistically one of the most likely possibilities of 
changes that the brothers could have experienced, but it was still just a wild guess. A 
blindfolded shot in a pitch black room at night on a new moon. However, how silent Wirt had 
suddenly gotten left Dipper feeling rather hopeful. Could it be that Mabel guessed correctly? 


The silence stretched for several long seconds, before the twins heard the sound of rapid 
footsteps stomping away from the door. The twins shared a look of defeat, and they both 
sighed. 


“I tried. Sorry, Dipper.” Mabel fidgeted in place, almost guiltily. 


“It’s fine. This isn’t your fault. It’s mine.” Dipper walked over to the stairs leading up to the 
porch, sat down on it, and buried his face in his hands. “God, I messed up. I messed up so 
bad.” He moaned. 


Dipper heard Mabel walking closer and sitting down next to him, and he felt her placing a 
comforting hand on his back. “What do we do now?” She asked. 


Dipper uncovered his face to look at Mabel. “I guess we gotta tell the team.” He sighed. 
“That’s not gonna be fun.” Mabel said, cringing at the thought. 


Dipper pulled out his phone from his pocket, unlocked the screen, and opened the group chat 
that the Mystery Kids frequently used. He quickly typed in a simple message, “We found 
them” before hitting send. 


“Nice! Heading to the library now.” Came a reply from Raz. Dipper spent about half a second 
to just grimace, before typing in a reply. 


“We’re not at the library.” Dipper took a deep breath before typing in and sending a follow- 
up message of, “We’re at their house.” 


Not five seconds after he sent that message, Dipper’s phone suddenly received a call. To the 
surprise of neither of the twins, the caller turned out to be none other than Coraline. Dipper 
answered the call, put his phone to his ear, and braced. 


“Dipper, you fucking moron.” 
Yeah, that’s about what he expected. 
“What happened to the plan?! What did I tell you not to do?!” 


Dipper frowned. Sure, Coraline’s reaction was rightfully deserved, but it doesn’t mean he’s 
just going to take it lying down. “Your plan is a waste of time! Why wander aimlessly around 
town when we already know where they live?!” 


Coraline groaned rather audibly. “Please tell me you at least made this call before you talk to 
the brothers.” 


Dipper bit his lip, hesitantly replying with, “We... might have already made contact.” The 
resulting silence was slightly unnerving. 


“Right. Right.” Coraline sharply breathed in and out, before continuing in a tone that was 
disturbingly chipper. “And how did that go?” 


“... They locked us out.” Dipper supposed it’s better to rip off the band aid as quickly as 
possible. 


After a few seconds of nerve-wracking silence, the other end of the call was suddenly filled 
with knocks and thuds, and when a voice eventually came through again, it was Wybie’s. 
“Uh, hi, it’s me. So, Coraline looks like she’s too angry to talk right now.” There was a pause, 
and in the background, Dipper could hear muffled, wordless screams. “Oh, acts like it, too.” 


There were a few more seconds of muffled screaming in the background, but with words this 
time, even though Dipper couldn’t quite make it out, before Wybie spoke again. “Okay, um, 
she said to sit tight, the team’s heading there and, you know, hopefully Raz or maybe Norman 
can sort this out.” 


“Got it.” Was Dipper’s simple reply. He had no energy left to defend his point anymore. “Was 
that everything she said?” 


“Well, the way she worded it was... I changed some stuff. There’s a couple of words there 
that I’m not comfortable repeating.” Wybie answered. The yelling in the background had 
subsided at this point. 


“Thanks. Good luck dealing with her.” As terrible as it definitely would be, at least he would 
have to face Coraline after she had time to calm down. 


“Eh, I’d hold on to that luck if I were you. You need it way more than I do.” 


The call ended. Dipper put his phone back in his pocket, wrapped his arms around his knees, 
and rested his chin upon his kneecaps. “Coraline’s definitely going to kill me.” 


“Coraline’s gonna kill us.” Mabel corrected with a dry smile. “So... we just wait now?” 
Dipper nodded. 


However, after barely a minute of waiting, the pleasant silence the twins shared was 
interrupted by the sound of a click coming from behind them. The two swiveled in place just 
in time to see the window to the right of the door swing open. From that window, to the 
surprise of both of the twins, Greg stuck his head out. He wore an expression of intense 
curiosity. 


“You mean the purple shadow thingies?” Greg suddenly asked. 


The twins glanced at each other, finding that they’re both equally confused by Greg’s 
question. “The... what?” Dipper asked back. 


“When you said that we’re starting to see things! You mean the purple shadow thingies, 
right?” 


Dipper’s jaw dropped. Mabel’s guess - her wild shot in the dark - turned out to be correct! 
Mabel gasped, her hand flying to cover her mouth, but she quickly recovered from her shock 
to seize the opportunity. 


“Yes! That is definitely what I meant!” She exclaimed with a grin, ecstatically pointing at 
Greg. “The... purple shadow things!” 


Greg’s expression turned into a grin that could rival Mabel’s. “That’s great!” He put a hand to 
his chin, in what Dipper guessed must be a thoughtful expression, which looked adorable. 
“Boy, it really confused us when we started seeing it. Wirt told me to just ignore them, but 
then we started seeing-” 


“Greg!” 


A rather high-pitched shriek came from inside the house. Greg turned in place, his eyes 
widening, before he was suddenly pulled away from the window, out of sight of the twins. 
Wirt stepped into view. Sending the twins a cold glare, he slammed the window shut, locked 
it, and closed the curtains. Dipper could still hear voices shouting coming from inside, both 
Greg’s and Wirt’s, growing fainter as they - presumably - moved deeper into the house. 


The sudden turn of events had left Dipper reeling. And, evidently, he wasn’t the only one left 
shocked. 


“Oh my god, I actually got it right!” Mabel had both of her hands cupping her cheeks. “Oh 
my god, oh my god, oh my god! I should totally buy the lottery! Or play online poker! Heck, 
let’s ditch and go to Vegas!” 


Dipper also had both of his hands on his head, though for a different reason. “Purple shadow 
things... purple shadow things...” He wracked his memory for any instances of ‘purple 
shadow things’ being mentioned in the journals, but he came upon a blank. “The hell are 
purple shadow things?!” 


His train of thought came to a dead stop upon hearing the sound of another click, this time 
coming from the window left of the door. That window swung open, and Greg popped into 
view. 


“But then we started seeing the green people!” 


If previously Dipper’s jaw dropped, then this time his jaw practically slammed into the floor. 
“G-green people?” 


“Yup!” Greg nodded. “Well, there’s a bunch of other things too, but most of the time, we just 
see the green people. Wirt told me to ignore them too, but it’s really hard! Sometimes they 
say hi to us, and you can’t just not say hi to them back. That’s really rude! I have the Most 
Polite Student star in Mrs. Hill’s class, so I have to live up to that star.” 


“Greg, that’s great, but can you tell me more about the green people? What do they look like? 
How do they act?” Dipper urgently asked. He had no doubt that Wirt would soon interrupt 
them, so he had to squeeze out as much information as fast as possible. 


“Well, they’re green. They wear clothes like us, but the clothes are also green. Oh, they can 
also fly! I tried asking one if they could teach me how, but Wirt pulled me away before-” 


“Gregory!” 


Just like before, Greg was pulled away from the window, despite his protests, and the 
window was quickly slammed shut, locked, and had the curtains drawn. Dipper could once 
again hear an argument breaking out between the two brothers as they retreated further into 
the house. Dipper looked towards his own sibling, wearing the widest smile he had today, 
while Mabel looked back with wide-eyed awe. The information they had was vague, told 
through the mouth of a child, but it was enough for both of them to reach the same 
conclusion. It’s especially easy after their little adventure with Danny just a few days ago. 


“They can see ghosts?” Mabel spoke, more out of disbelief than curiosity. 
“It must be ghosts!” Dipper exclaimed. “What other thing is colored green and can fly?!” 
“Well, there was that one time we met a leprechaun that flies around on a magic carpet.” 


Dipper gave his sister a look. “I doubt there are magic carpet-riding leprechauns anywhere 
near here, Mabel.” 


Dipper practically threw his backpack on the floor, and he frantically rammaged through it in 
search of his new journal. “But, how? Norman never said an ability like that could be 
gained.” He said as he pulled out his new journal and began flipping through it. 


“Maybe... they had a near-death experience... so now they could see the dead?” Mabel 
wondered, adding a shrug at the end. 


“That’s...” Dipper nearly shook off that thought immediately, but he took a moment to 
ponder upon it further. “... you might be on to something. That’s logical... in a way. In a 
really, really weird way.” 


Before the conversation could continue, they were interrupted by what sounded like the creak 
of a rusted hinge coming from the side of the house. It was followed by the rapid sound of 
footsteps, before Greg emerged from the side of the house, running around the porch and 
coming to a stop at the bottom of porch’s stairs. The run left him slightly winded, but he still 
managed a smile up towards the twins. 


“Anyway, Wirt pulled me away before they could even answer!” Greg said, still continuing 
his story. “We can also see through them, but just a little bit. Oh, and walk through them, too! 
Wirt does it all the time, but I try not to, because I think that’s rude. Do you think it’s rude? I 
definitely wouldn’t want people to walk through me if I’m like them.” 


The twins shared a knowing glance. If there were any doubts that the ‘green people’ the 
brothers were seeing was in fact ghosts, there surely weren’t any now. Now, to answer the 
question of how exactly they gained that ability and find out as much as possible about the 
In-Between before Wirt could show up. 


“Wait, Greg, is Wirt okay with-” 


Mabel was already in the middle of asking Greg a question, but Dipper cut her off with a 
question of his own. “Greg, when exactly did you two start seeing the green people? Try to 
be as exact as possible.” That earned him a pout from Mabel, but he didn’t care much for it 
right now. His question was far more important than hers. 


Greg’s brows furrowed in thought, both of his hands on his hips. “I dunno about Wirt, but I 
started seeing it, maybe a few months ago?” 


“Okay, can you be a bit more precise than that?” Dipper gritted his teeth. Time’s running out 
and he could feel it. 


Greg looked deep in thought again, tapping his foot, before his face lighted up. “Oh! I 
remember! It was right before summer, when we were going to-” 


The sound of a door slamming open coming from behind Dipper ended Greg’s sentence. It 
took nearly every bit Dipper’s self-control for him to not curse out loud in front of a child. 
Both he and Mabel turned around, and sure enough, Wirt stood in the doorway, his 
expression a mix of panic and annoyance. 


“Greg, that’s it, you’re grounded!” He shrieked. 


Greg looked completely unfazed. Instead, he pointed at Wirt with a cheeky smile. “Ha, nice 
try, Wirt! Everyone knows only parents have the ability to ground people!” He exclaimed. “If 
you wanna ground me, you need to get married with Sara first!” 


Dipper had no idea who’s this Sara that Greg mentioned, but it definitely struck a nerve with 
Wirt, judging from how his cheeks instantly gained a shade of red. He stomped across the 
porch, shoved past the twins as he made his way down the stairs, and knelt down in front of 
Greg to look at him eye to eye. He placed both of his hands on Greg’s shoulders, before he 
sternly said, “Greg, I thought you understood why we stay away from people like these two.” 


Dipper scowled, but he kept his mouth shut. Greg’s lips twisted into a pout. “But they know 
stuff about the green people and the purple shadows!” 


“Greg, they’re just saying that.” Wirt glanced back at the twins for a moment, shooting them 
an accusing glare. Dipper did his best to keep his expression neutral. “Come on, let’s get 
inside and-” 


“No, they’re not!” Greg’s sudden outburst surprised everyone, including Wirt, who visibly 
recoiled away slightly. Greg’s expression immediately softened afterwards. “Wirt, you try not 
to show it, but I know you’re as confused as I am. I really want to know more and not be 
confused about this anymore. They said they know stuff, so why not listen for a bit?” 


Wirt sighed. He hung his head for a moment, before he craned his neck to give the twins an 
expectant look. Dipper glanced towards Mabel, gesturing for her to take the lead. Mabel 
appeared unsure for a second, prompting Dipper to nod at her to urge her on. He understood 
the situation he brought upon himself. Anything Dipper said to Wirt would most likely fall on 
deaf ears, after the spat he had with Wirt earlier. 


Mabel took a tentative step forward and spoke in a very gentle voice. “Wirt, we definitely 
know our stuff, so you don’t have to worry about that. And, gonna be perfectly honest with 
you here, we still have questions about that night when you had the incident that we’re 
probably gonna ask.” Wirt frowned, prompting Mabel to quickly continue. “But! But. 
Helping you and Greg is still number one in our to-do list, now that we know that you need 
it.” 


Wirt’s demeanor didn’t completely change, but there was a noticeable shift in him, becoming 
less closed and guarded. “Alright. I'll listen to what you have to say.” He relented. 


“Awesome!” Mabel smiled, which quickly turned sheepish as she scratched her head. “Well, 
the two of us know some stuff, but there’s a bunch of our friends coming over here, and one 
of them in particular really knows about this stuff, so...” 


“There’s more of-” Wirt sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Fine. But we’re keeping 
this outside.” 


“Deal!” 


They waited for twelve minutes before the rest of the Mystery Kids arrived at the house. 
They were all predictably surprised by the fact that Wirt and Greg had distinctly not locked 
themselves in their house, and were in fact sitting by the porch with the twins, albeit with a 
noticeable distance between them. Coraline was especially surprised, as she arrived with a 
look on her face that had Dipper worried that she might actually kill him. Wirt also looked 
surprised by the oncoming group of newcomers. 


“T expected... I don’t know, three more people, at most?” He incredulously stated. 
“Ah, yeah...” Mabel chuckled sheepishly. ““We’re a whole gang.” 


On other hand, Greg looked delighted. He greeted everyone individually, shook their hands, 
and even offered everyone cookies. Despite everyone, and especially Wirt, insisting that they 
don’t need cookies, Greg still scampered off inside, returning seconds later with a jar of 
cookies, before he went to everyone and made sure they all have a cookie in their hand. 


The twins excused themselves from the two brothers, gathering the Mystery Kids for a quick 
group huddle. It was then that Dipper revealed to them the newest bit of information he 
learned about the brothers. 


Raz nearly choked on his cookie. “They- what?!” 


“Wow, that’s...” Wybie appeared to be at a loss for words. “That’s... damn.” 
“So this is what Sasha meant...” Lili breathed out in awe. 


After a few seconds passed for them to process, their attention naturally turned towards 
Norman. Dipper had closely observed Norman’s reaction the entire time; just like the others, 
his first reaction was wide-eyed surprise, but as he silently processed the news, behind those 
brilliant blue eyes, Dipper spotted... elation. Relief. Excitement. All mixed together. 


“Right... what’s the game plan here?” Raz wondered after nearly a minute of silence. 


“Wirt’s had a bad experience with paranormal investigators bothering him before. I... didn’t 
exactly help.” Dipper explained. He could feel Coraline’s eyes drilling into him. “I was 
hoping you might be able to smooth things over with him, Raz. Explain to him what we do 
and how we can help. After that, then Norman can step in.” 


Coraline’s gaze left Dipper, much to his relief, moving over to Raz. “You know, that sounds 
like something that should’ve come up before. The fact that other paranormal investigators 
have bothered him and now he’s paranoid of people like that? Like us?” She pointed out. 


“Um... that’s...” Try as he might, Raz couldn’t seem to offer an explanation. 


“That’s definitely weird, yeah, but let’s save that for later.” Lili interjected. “For now, let’s do 
that plan. Raz, work your charm.” 


The group huddle dispersed. Raz and Coraline walked over to the brothers who had waited 
rather impatiently - Wirt looked especially anxious - with Lili and Wybie following them 
close behind. Dipper was content with staying in place and watching events unfold from 
nearby, when Norman suddenly pulled him to the side. 


“You think they can see ghosts because they stumbled into this... In-Between place?” He 
asked, keeping his voice low. 


“That’s my theory.” Dipper answered. “All Sasha said was experiencing something so deeply 
supernatural would change you. I still have no idea on how that could happen. Mabel thinks 
it’s because they had a near-death experience. Maybe it’s a combination of both? I don’t 
know.” 


Mabel and Neil had decided to stick around, and at that point, they gathered together with 
Dipper and Norman. “Dude, Norman, this is amazing!” Neil grinned, his voice not kept as 
low as Norman did. “We found someone that’s just like you!” 


“... Not exactly.” Norman scratched the back of his neck. “They can see ghosts, which would 
make them mediums. And, um...” He glanced towards the brothers, currently conversing 
with Raz and Coraline, “... at this point, I feel it’s safe to say that I’m not one. I can see 
ghosts, like a medium, but that’s not what I am.” 


Neil blinked. “You think so?” 


“That’s the only explanation I got for the... lightning thing.” Norman shrugged. 


Mabel chimed in, asking, “What about the ‘purple shadows’ thing? Did you see purple 
shadows too before you started seeing ghosts for real?” 


“I... honestly don’t know.” Norman shook his head. “All my life, I’ve just had it. I have no 
memory of how or when it started.” 


“It would make sense if you didn’t see the purple shadows, considering all the differences 
between you and the brothers, right down to how you got the ability.” Dipper said. “Because, 
yours was inherited, right? All the way from Aggie?” Norman replied to that question with a 
nod. “Then I think that settles it. You and the brothers are different.” 


“Not too different, I hope.” Norman looked towards the brothers again. “I still want to help 
them.” 


Dipper followed Norman’s gaze, the conversation petering out as all four of them turned their 
attention towards the two brothers and the rest of their friends. Just in time, as well, as Raz 
glanced over to Dipper’s group and gestured them to move closer. Dipper noted that Norman 
wore a nervous smile. 


“Here goes.” 


The group approached just as they were told. It appeared that Raz did manage to calm Wirt 
down, as he looked looser than he was before, relatively speaking. Despite that, Dipper still 
placed himself at the back of the group. He had no doubt Wirt still had a sour opinion of him, 
so it would be better to be safe than sorry. After all, he still desperately wanted his 
investigation of the In-Between to continue. 


Norman was at the front of Dipper’s group, and Coraline turned to address both him and 
Wirt. “So, Wirt...” She couldn’t quite contain an amused grin as she said that name out loud. 


Wirt rolled his eyes. “You can just call me Walter, if Wirt is too weird for you.” 


“No, no, it’s good.” Coraline shrugged dismissively, before, to Dipper’s confusion, pointing a 
finger towards him. “We already call that dork ‘Dipper’ all the time.” 


Wirt looked at him curiously, Greg stifled a giggle, and Dipper crossed his arms and averted 
his gaze. “Anyway,” Coraline continued, this time gesturing to Norman, “here’s our expert. 
He knows basically everything there is to know about what you’re going through.” 


Norman fidgeted nervously. “Well, I don’t know about that, but... yeah.” He straightened his 
stance. ”Hi. I’m Norman.” 


“Hi.” Wirt cautiously greeted back. 
“Hello!” Greg cheerfully replied. 


Without prompting, the others took a few steps back to give the three some space. Norman 
gave them all an appreciative smile, before he began. “So, you two have been seeing the 
‘green people’ for a while, huh?” 


“More than a while.” Norman’s attempt at an icebreaker didn’t seem to be very successful, 
judging from Wirt’s tone of voice. “What are they?” 


Norman seemed to deflate slightly, but slowly and carefully, Norman answered, “I think you 
already know the answer to that, Wirt.” 


Greg looked up to his brother questioningly. “Wait, you do?” 


Wirt glanced down at Greg, something approaching fear flashing across his eyes, before he 
turned to Norman again. “You mean... they really are just strange hallucinations?” 


Norman sighed. “Wirt, I know you’re scared. And it’s perfectly understandable, and it’s okay, 
to be scared. I know what that’s like.” He took a single step closer, putting a hand on his 
chest. “I know we’re nothing but a bunch of strangers to you, but you can be completely 
honest with us. With me.” 


Wirt barked out an incredulous chuckle, and he did his best to make it look like it’s not 
forced. “What are they supposed to be if they’re not hallucinations?” he asked. 


“Right. Um...” Norman moved closer to the brothers, now standing with them instead of 
opposite of them. He pointed towards the empty street. “Look to the sidewalk. What do you 
see?” 


Wirt gave him a look of confusion, but he answered the question nonetheless. “The street. 
Some power lines. The houses across the street.” He listed. 


Norman looked back and forth between the street and Wirt. “That’s all?” 


“Yeah. That’s all.” Wirt replied, rather forcefully. Dipper took a glance at the street, and just 
like Wirt said, that really was all there is to see there. At least, for Dipper. 


“You don’t see the lady in a dress holding an umbrella?” 


Wirt whipped his head towards Norman, his eyes so wide they nearly form a perfect circle. 
Meanwhile, Norman, rather nonchalantly, turned to address Greg. “Greg, do you see the nice 
lady taking a walk?” he asked. 


Greg, wearing an expression of awe, nodded vigorously. “Yeah!” he exclaimed. 
“Why don’t you greet her? They like it when we do that.” Norman gently smiled. 


“O-oh! Okay!” Greg grinned, waving towards the empty sidewalk. “Hi, green lady! Have a 
nice walk! Your dress looks super pretty, by the way!” Norman did a small wave as well at 
that same empty sidewalk. Wirt’s wide eyes were still fixed at Norman. 


Norman did a quick glance at Wirt, meeting his gaze, before he looked up at the power lines. 
After a moment of hesitation, Wirt followed Norman’s eyesight. “Those birds have seen 
better days, don’t you think?” Norman wondered. 


Dipper glanced up at those power lines. He saw nothing there. 


Greg looked up too, and immediately grimaced. “Eww. Those are some nasty pigeons.” 


Wirt lowered his gaze, his attention focused on Norman once again. “Y-you... you can...” he 
stammered. 


“All my life.” Norman smiled warmly. His smile then shifted into a frown. “They’re ghosts, 
Wirt. They are very real.” 


Both Wirt and Greg were left speechless. Wirt stumbled back, his legs seemingly growing 
weaker with each step he took, and to the side Dipper spotted Raz ready just in case he did 
collapse. His eyes were just as wide as before, though unfocused now. Greg’s jaw had fallen 
open, although overall, he seemed to be coping far better than his brother. 


“G-ghosts?” Greg hesitantly pointed towards the empty sidewalk. “S-so... the lady over there 
iss.” 


Norman smiled sadly at him. “Yes, Greg. She... she must have passed away.” 


Greg turned his gaze towards the sidewalk with a frown. Meanwhile, Wirt had backed into 
the stairs leading up to the porch, when his legs did give out. He plopped down to the steps, a 
hand flying up to clutch the side of his head. Norman approached him swiftly, but taking care 
to still be gentle, kneeling next to the seated Wirt. With that same sense of gentleness, 
Norman wrapped his hands around the hand Wirt had clutching his head and brought it down. 


Dipper’s chest tightened at the sight of Norman’s hands clasped around Wirt’s, and he 
couldn’t quite figure out why. 


The gesture seemed to bring Wirt out of his stupor, his eyes focusing on their intertwined 
hands, and then shifting to Norman, who offered him a comforting smile. “Sorry, I know this 
is a lot to take in, but it’s okay. You’re okay.” 


Wirt closed his eyes, the next few seconds spent deeply breathing in and out. When he 
opened them again, he seemed less on the edge of a breakdown, though the shock hadn’t 
completely left him. “Why?” he asked, his voice just above a whisper. “Why us?” 


“I... I don’t think I can answer that one.” replied Norman. “Though, my friend thinks it’s 
because you stumbled into the In-Between. I don’t know if that means anything, but... does 
it? Mean anything to you?” 


Wirt blinked, his look of shock replaced with confusion. “The... in-between?” 
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“Oh, sorry. I meant that... place? That you and Greg ended up in after falling into the lake. 
Norman explained. “Don’t ask us how, though. We haven’t figured that out. Yet.” 


“You mean the Unknown?” Greg chimed in. 


Dipper immediately perked up. “It’s called the Unknown?” he asked before he could stop 
himself. 


Greg turned to face Dipper, shrugging. “Well, that’s what the people there call it.” 


“There are people living there?” Dipper moved forward. Words began to pour out before he 
even realized it. “How many are there? What are they like? How can they-” 


“Okay.” Coraline placed a hand on his chest, putting herself between him and the brothers. 
“That’s enough from you, Eager McBeaver. Give ‘em some space, for crying out loud.” 


Dipper stopped dead in his tracks, his rational mind suddenly kicking in. He looked to Greg, 
who appeared surprised, and Wirt, who shot him a glare. “Sorry.” Dipper quickly blurted out, 
before sheepishly retreating to the back of the group, his cheeks tinted a slight red. 


Wirt sighed as his glare disappeared. Greg walked up to him then, sitting down on the stairs 
next to him. He placed a hand on his brother’s thigh, and when Wirt glanced down at him, 
Greg offered up a warm, comforting smile. There was a noticeable shift in Wirt’s demeanor, 
as the fear festering in his eyes seemed to melt away, if only for a moment. 


“I... I always thought if I know more about what happened to us, I’d be... I don’t know, 
relieved or something, but...” Wirt trailed off, his vision becoming distant once again. 


“It’s scary, yeah. I know what that feels like. Thinking that you’re the only one, that only you 
alone can see them. Being alone is... it’s the worst.” Hearing Norman say that nearly broke 
Dipper’s heart, and he was amazed that Norman managed to continue talking. “But, you 
know, it doesn’t have to be like that.” 


Wirt’s vision refocused on Norman. “What do you mean?” 


Norman simply glanced to the side, at Raz. The psychic immediately perked up, as if on cue, 
and took a step forward. “See, that’s related to what I was saying earlier, Wirt.” He began. 


“As you know, the eight of us as a group, we go around finding and also solving mysteries, 
and if we come across people who need help while we do that, we help them out. Basically 
what we’re doing right now, with you and Greg.” Raz’s smile grew wider. “And, well, not 
that we’re not doing a pretty good job at it right now, but there’s only so much we can do 
with eight people. So, recently, we decided that we are... accepting new members.” 


Wirt’s eyes slowly widened as he began to realize what Raz was saying. ““W-wait, what?!” 


“Now, now, think about it!” Raz was quick to continue his explanation. “We can help you a 
lot easier and share a lot more of what we know if you join us! In exchange, you can help us 
investigate more about that Unknown place. Which will then help us understand more about 
what happened to you, so everyone wins!” He finished with a grin and a rather ostentatious 
flourish. “Plus, and this is a bit of an insider knowledge for ya, having two more ghost 
whisperers on the team would be a huge weight off of Norman’s shoulders.” 


“Okay, you can stop right there.” Wirt rose to his feet. A glare had already formed once again 
on his features. “You know, I was already saying no to this invitation to your- your- your 
crazy paranormal club, but do you seriously expect you can just bring Greg into this?!” 


Greg stood up as well and tugged on his brother’s arm. “But Wirt-” 


“Not now, Greg.” Wirt suddenly snapped. Greg actually recoiled slightly, while Wirt 
continued to lash out at Raz. “You can’t just- just spring this on us! After all that, after 
everything, you... you said you’ll help us!” 


“And we will! We definitely will!” Raz still maintained a friendly smile, but everyone could 
see it was slowly breaking. “I’m- we’re just saying, it’s really for the best if you and Greg 
joins us. We’d be a lot more comfortable sharing everything that we know that way, and-” 


“And why is that?!” Wirt cut in. “Why the secrecy? Why do we have to join so that-!” 
“You’re not listening! I just said we can, but you’ll get a lot more if you join!” 


“Then maybe we’re fine with that!” 


“Wirt, you can’t seriously-!” 

“Alright, boys, enough!” Coraline stepped in, quite literally, between the two, her stern voice 
immediately silencing them. First, she turned to address Raz. “Listen, Wirt’s gotta be under a 
lot of stress right now. The last, what, half an hour? Must have been... just insane for them 
both. He won’t be thinking clearly.” Raz looked deservedly sheepish after that. Coraline 
shifted her attention to Wirt. “And, Wirt. Trust me, you don’t want to just throw this away. 
For you and Greg’s sakes. At the very least, take some time to think about it. We can give 
you that.” 


Surprisingly, that seemed to calm Wirt down, if only slightly, as a remnant of a glare still 
lingered on his features. 


Her goal done, Coraline stepped back and nudged Raz with an elbow. “Give him the 
number.” She ordered. 


Sighing in defeat, Raz reached into his back pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, before 
holding it between two fingers to offer it towards Wirt. Wirt eyed the paper suspiciously, 
glancing between it and the group gathered before him. 


“PI take it, if you’ll all leave. Immediately.” He stated. 
Coraline shrugged. “Alright. Fine. Deal.” 


Wirt finally took the paper, and even then he still did it gingerly. He gave the number written 
on it only the briefest of glances before crumpling it in his hand and crossing his arms. 


“Now, go. Please.” 


The Mystery Kids had no choice but to comply. Under Wirt’s cold glare, and with Greg sadly 
waving them all goodbye just behind his brother, one by one they all milled out of the 
brothers’ front yard. Mabel did a sad wave of her own, Coraline left with one last warning for 
Wirt to think about the offer, and Norman looked like he was about to say something, but 
eventually he walked away without another word. One by one, every member of the Mystery 
Kids left. 


Everyone, except for Dipper, who had stayed rooted on the spot. 
His gaze met Wirt’s. 
“What do you want?” Wirt spat. 


Dipper approached slowly, almost timidly, until he reached the bottom of the steps leading up 
to the porch. “I’m sorry.” He spoke. “For what I said earlier.” 


Wirt’s response was to narrow his eyes at Dipper, but Dipper could tell, unlike the other times 
when he did so, it was less out of anger and more out of curiosity. 


That was enough of an incentive for Dipper to continue. “When I first read about the things 
you did, I thought you were just looking out for yourself. But, I get it now.” 


Dipper’s gaze wondered downwards, and Wirt followed, both of them landing on Greg at 
nearly the same time. Greg looked back and forth between Dipper and Wirt, confusion 
written on his features. 


“You’re not scared for yourself. I...” Her signature, ridiculous grin flashed across his mind’s 
eye for a moment. “... I know what that’s like.” 


“So. I’m sorry. For whatever that’s worth.” 


Wirt sighed. “Just... just leave. Please.” He said. He never looked up to meet Dipper’s gaze 
again. 


Silently, Dipper swiveled in place and walked away. Behind him, he could faintly hear the 
sound of a door closing and of a lock clicking into place. 


It didn’t take long for Dipper to catch up with the others. They were already headed back to 
their jet. The atmosphere around them was... appropriate to the situation. 


“That could’ve gone better.” Raz mused. 


“Eh, never had high hopes for him anyway.” Coraline shrugged. “Didn’t exactly strike me as 
a heroic type, that guy.” 


Dipper felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. He looked up to find Mabel with an awkward, yet 
warm smile. “Hey. Sorry that didn’t work out. I know you wanted to continue that research 
thing real bad.” 


Dipper huffed. “It’s not all bad.” 


He wasn’t just saying that; it really wasn’t. Sure, the research didn’t progress by leaps and 
bounds like he wanted it to, but he always knew that would be too good to be true. At the 
very least, despite everything that happened, he managed to walk away with a name. 


The Unknown. 


Quite the appropriate name. 


It’s only a small step, yes, but regardless of everything, it’s still a step forward. 


Chapter End Notes 


And with that, this fic is now one TV miniseries larger than before. 


God, this was just hard to write. That writer’s block I had while writing the previous 
chapter? Kinda bled over to the writing process of this one. The fact that there are so 
many characters to write didn’t exactly help. Hope I did at least most of them justice. 


Anyway, moving on to the stars of this chapter, Wirt and Greg. I hope you all get where 
Wirt is coming from. Since his entire arc in the show was about how he has to become 
more responsible of Greg, I just took it to its logical conclusion and have him be just a 
tad overprotective, especially considering the unforeseen consequences of their trip to 
the Unknown that I gave them. 


Fun fact, the ‘reason’ and the ‘process’ of Wirt and Greg gaining their new abilities? 
That’s quite a big hint to a future addition to this fic. I’m curious to see if any of y’all 
managed to figure out what it would be. 


Team Phantom 


Chapter Summary 


Danny gathers his friends and allies to discuss something important. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
Team Phantom 


Breakfast in the Fenton household went by same as usual. Danny was the second-to-last 
member of the family to wake up, coming down the stairs to be greeted by a delicious- 
looking spread of pancakes, toast, and eggs. He was halfway through his meal when Mom 
suddenly mused that just because it’s a weekend, it doesn’t mean that Dani could simply 
sleep in. Danny was only half a second faster than Jazz to say ‘not it’, leaving a grumbling 
Jazz going upstairs to fetch Dani. It was only when Danny swallowed the last bite of his 
pancake that Jazz returned with Dani in tow, sporting dark bags under her eyes. Jazz began a 
tirade about how unhealthy it is for someone of Dani’s age to stay awake so late, and then 
began another tirade about properly chewing your food when Dani proceeded to scarf down 
her entire breakfast in seconds. Dad laughed heartily, gave Dani a pat on the back, before 
turning his attention to Danny and not-so-subtly asking how his superheroics have been 
doing. Danny told him enough to satisfy both of his parents, while leaving out just enough to 
not make them worry, just like usual. However, despite how normal the start of the day had 
been, three people on that table knew the rest of the day would be anything but. 


Fortunately, Jazz was able to convince Mom and Dad to spend the day out in town to go ona 
date or something like that. So, after reassuring them for the hundredth time that no, they 
won’t be throwing a party, why would they even do that in the middle of the day, the three 
Fentons finally got the house for themselves. With the house secured, the three began to 
prepare. 


The preparation ended up being more mental than physical. After rearranging the sofa and 
chairs in the living room to form a loose circle, Danny spent most of his time pacing back 
and forth, whispering under his breath that, yes, he can do this, Dani spent her time lounging 
on the sofa reading a comic book, while Jazz spent hers fiddling with her phone, humming a 
calming tune to calm her nerves. 


Danny jumped a little when he heard the doorbell ring, and he was pretty sure both Dani and 
Jazz did the same. 


“Not it.” Jazz suddenly spoke while shooting him a smirk. It took a second for Danny to 
remember what that was about. It was petty, and he really didn’t need to indulge her, but he 
still made a mental note of that as he went to get the door. 


Surprise, surprise, the first person to arrive was Sam. 
“Hey.” Danny greeted. “Glad you could make it.” 


“Well, this might literally decide our future, so not showing up is kind of out of the question.” 
Sam shrugged. Danny stepped aside, letting Sam enter, the door closing behind her. 


Jazz rose to her feet as Sam entered the living room, while Dani looked up from her comic 
book. “Hey, guys.” Sam greeted. 


“A.” 
“Heya!” Dani added a little wave with her greeting. 


Danny reentered the living room right behind Sam, plopping down on the sofa after nudging 
Dani to make some space. Sam sat on the chair opposite of Jazz, trying her best to ease back 
and relax. Despite the fact that they all have hung out countless times before, the air of the 
room felt heavy, the silence almost suffocating. 


“So,” Jazz suddenly spoke up, and thank god for that, because Danny could not take one 
more second of that silence, “how’s... how’s everyone doing?” 


Sam answered first. “It’s been... tense, but, I mean, I’m holding up alright. Still, it’s... yeah.” 


“Same, but... I’m kind of excited?” Dani straightened in her seat, setting the comic book 
aside. “This is... exciting! I’m excited!” 


Danny guessed it’s his turn to answer. “I’m pretty much the same as all of you, I guess.” He 
admitted. 


Silence began to settle again in the room, but it was quickly broken again before it could get 
too much, this time by Sam. “Anyway, when are we starting?” she asked. 


“When everyone’s here.” Danny replied. “So, that’s... two more people. I hope.” 
“That would be your buddy, Tucker, and...” Jazz trailed off. He couldn’t blame her. 
Danny scratched the back of his neck, nervously. “Yep.” 


Sam shifted in her seat. It was plainly obvious she’s still mostly uncomfortable with that idea. 
“Danny, are sure about this? Bringing her into this?” she asked, her eyes narrowed in 
concern. “Like, how are things between you and her anyway?” 


“You know what, Sam, that’s a great question.” Danny rubbed his face and leaned back on 
the sofa. “And I feel like I’m the only person in the world who doesn’t know the answer.” 


“Ts she even going to show up?” 


Danny sighed. “Look, I just asked Tucker to pass the message along. If she accepted, great!” 
He smiled for a moment. It wasn’t a very long moment. “But, if she didn’t... then I guess this 
team is only five persons strong.” 


Sam’s lips tightened into a line. “Which one would you like better?” 


Danny sunk further into the sofa. His eyes began to wander, and for some reason, he found 
himself scanning the ceiling of the living room. He spotted a dark stain in the corner near the 
window, and he began to wonder what it was, how did it get there, how long has it been there, 
and honestly literally anything except for that question. 


“Danny?” 
“That’s... another great question.” 


The room settled into silence again. This time, no one made any effort to break it. Just as 
well, Danny thought. If the conversation was going to be about that, then the silence was 
slightly more preferable. But only slightly. 


The silence stretched on for another ten minutes or so before the doorbell rang again. Dani 
was just about to lounge on the sofa again, so she grumbled as she went back to sitting 
properly. Jazz was quicker on the draw once again, but only because Danny didn’t even 
realize the game was still on. Nonetheless, Danny marked that down on a mental note as he 
went to the door. 


Opening the door, Danny was greeted by the familiar sight of his best friend, Tucker, with his 
backwards hat, his thick pair of glasses, and a laptop tucked under his arm. However, Danny 
quickly realized, Tucker didn’t come alone. Standing behind him, with her long, dark, curly 
locks and her arms crossed, was none other than Valerie Gray. 


“Hey, Tuck! And, uh...” Danny cleared his throat. “Hi. Valerie.” 
Valerie raised an eyebrow. “Hi to you too, Daniel.” 


“Dude, I actually got her to show up!” Tucker grinned. Unbeknownst to him, Valerie rolled 
her eyes behind him. “That’s great, right? Right?” 


“Hmm.” That was Danny’s only response. Even he had no idea what that’s supposed to be. 
Danny only realized he wasn’t talking when Valerie asked, “You gonna let us in or what?” 


“O-oh, yeah, come in, sure.” Danny stepped aside, letting Tucker and, most importantly, 
Valerie inside. He sincerely hopes he didn’t just made a huge mistake. 


Tucker’s entrance into the living room was greeted by a smattering of lukewarm his and 
hellos, but the second Valerie set foot in the living room, the room became deathly silent. 
Sam shifted in her seat so she sat on the chair’s edge. Jazz’s sat up straighter in her chair. 
Dani pulled her feet up onto the sofa and tucked them against her chest, making herself look 


smaller than she already was. Tucker simply stood pretty awkwardly in the middle of the 
room. 


Valerie easily caught the change in atmosphere. “Wow. What a warm welcome.” She stated, 
glancing back at Danny. He had no response, so he simply sheepishly scooted past her to 
enter the living room. 


Sam was the first to respond, saying, “You... actually showed up.” 


Valerie’s gaze zeroed in on Sam. “You sound surprised. You invited me, didn’t ya?” she 
asked, putting an arm on her hip. 


“But... you and Danny...” Sam casted a quick glance at Danny, who had turned his attention 
back to his favorite ceiling stain. 


“Oh, we still are, sweetie.” Valerie sent a pointed stare at Danny’s direction. Danny decided 
the ceiling stain was definitely the best thing in the room right now. “Let’s call this... me 
being pragmatic.” 


“Wait, wait, wait, hold on,” Tucker interjected, stepping in between Sam and Valerie, “I 
thought you’re cool with Danny now.” 


Valerie crossed her arms. “And what makes you think that?” 


“Well, I seem to recall someone cheering for Danny after he stopped the Disasteroid.” Tucker 
crossed his arms as well, adding in a smug smile for good measure. 


Valerie rolled her eyes. “Ten minutes before that, the world was about to end, so excuse me 
for feeling a little ecstatic.” 


“Anyway,” Jazz spoke up, hastily stepping into the center of the room, “now that everyone’s 
here, why don’t we just get started?” 


“Yes!” Danny didn’t mean to shout, but he really just wanted this to move forward. He 
cleared his throat, before saying, calmer this time, “Yeah. We should.” 


Valerie shot him a look, but she eventually shrugged. “Fine by me,” she said. As Jazz sat 
back down, she patted the empty seat next to her, offering it for Valerie. Danny was surprised 
when Valerie actually moved closer, but he realized that surprise was premature, as Valerie 
walked past the seat to lean against the wall with her arms crossed. 


Jazz frowned for a second, but she quickly put on a polite smile. “So,” she began, “everyone 
here did their homework, right?” 


“Uh, yeah.” 
“Obviously.” 


“Several times over.” 


Dani raised her hand. “Um, I only watched about half of all the videos, so do I at least get a 
passing grade?” 


“Dani, it was only ten videos!” The baffled look on his sister’s face was a welcome relief 
from the pressure weighing on Danny. 


“Well, they’re all about the Freakshow fight, right? Just from slightly different angles? So...” 
Dani ended it with a shrug. 


Jazz sighed, but not without an amused smile. She turned her attention to the only person in 
the room who haven’t given an answer. “Val?” 


Danny could’ve sworn Valerie looked offended for a second, but without much of a fuss, she 
answered, “Including the one that just got posted this morning? Yes.” 


Danny blinked. Sam’s eyes went round. Tucker, who had just sat down next to Sam, literally 
jumped out of his seat. “There’s a new one?!” he shrieked. 


Valerie smiled, and it was one of equal parts satisfaction and smugness. “T11 send you the 
link,” she said as she fished out her phone. 


Tucker already had his laptop out in a flash. On screen, there were three links. Everyone 
immediately crowded around Tucker as the first video began to load. Even Valerie got a little 
closer, but she still kept her distance from the group. 


The first video began, and it was already chaos. The screen showed nothing but a shaky blur 
for the first few seconds, with the sound of people screaming in a language that Danny didn’t 
understand. The screen stopped shaking, revealing the surroundings to be some sort of 
bustling city street. Whoever was filming steadied themselves, focusing the camera on four 
flying figures quite a distance away. The camera zoomed in on the figures, revealing that they 
had grey skin like stone, a pair of thin wings, pointed ears, and a set of sharp-looking teeth. 


“Are those... gargoyles?” Danny had to agree with Tucker’s guess. They definitely fit the 
traditional appearance of a gargoyle. 


One of the gargoyles was suddenly blindsided by a net that brought it crashing to the ground. 
The camera zoomed out slightly, and eight more figures entered the frame. Eight figures that 
Danny recognized immediately. 


“There they are.” 
The mysterious newcomers in the supernatural world, the Mystery Kids. 
Dani practically vibrated in her seat. “Oh, this should be good.” 


Two of the Mystery Kids, Danny remembered them as Neil and Mabel, swiftly rushed to the 
downed gargoyle and grabbed the netting to keep it pinned down. The rest of the Mystery 
Kids engaged the three remaining gargoyles. One of the gargoyles let out a shriek and began 
to flee in the direction of the camera, at which point the person recording screamed, the 
screen became a blur again, and the video ended. 


Dani deflated. “Aw, that’s it?” 
“Oh my god, where is this?” Sam wondered out loud, looking shocked. 


“Somewhere in Europe,” Valerie promptly answered. “Far as I can tell. Couldn’t figure out 
where exactly.” 


“Well, I heard some German in there, so... maybe in Germany?” Jazz guessed. 


Before any of them could comment any further, Tucker already started the next video. The 
person recording appeared to be recording from inside a car, and it immediately became clear 
that this was recorded from a spot far, far closer to the action. One of the Mystery Kids, 
Danny recognized him as Raz, sped by the camera riding what appeared to be a ball of 
glowing orange energy. After he sped by, the camera focused on a different member of the 
Mystery Kids, standing in the middle of the street. The girl, whose name Danny could not 
remember, put a hand to her forehead, at which point pieces of small debris began to float up 
around her. The debris suddenly burst into flames, and as the girl flicked her wrist, they shot 
up into the sky like missiles. 


Danny wasn’t surprised to hear Dani squealing in delight. “That. Is. Awesome.” 


Something suddenly fell right next to the car, drawing a shriek of surprise from the person 
recording. The dust cleared, revealing that something to be one of the gargoyles. The 
gargoyle struggled to its feet, shrugging off the pain of the impact, but it suddenly paused, its 
neck craning to the side until it looked directly into the camera. The gargoyle shrieked. The 
person recording screamed. 


Out of nowhere, the gargoyle was knocked out of frame. The camera followed the gargoyle 
for a moment as it was blown clear down the street. The camera panned back to its original 
view, where a blue-haired girl now stood, both of her hands clutching an emerald stick. 
Danny instantly recognized her as Coraline, the leader of the Mystery Kids, from what he 
could tell. Coraline yanked the car door open, screamed at the person recording to run away, 
before dashing off towards the gargoyle. The recorder began to scramble out of the car, the 
video ending mid-scramble. 


“Gotta agree with you there, Dani,” Valerie said with a chuckle. “That really is awesome.” 


Tucker began the third and last video. This one seemed to be recorded from inside a highrise 
building, showing an almost top-down view of the street. The camera was focused on the 
gargoyle pinned down by a net, with Mabel and Neil keeping it pinned. Another member of 
the Mystery Kids entered the frame, and as the camera proceeded to focus on him, Danny 
remembered his name as Dipper. The boy held out his left hand with his palm open, which 
appeared to be filled with some sort of powder, all while he looked like he was screaming out 
words. He suddenly slammed his right hand onto his open left palm, and that somehow 
created a shockwave, visibly growing outwards from him. The shockwave washed over the 
person recording, which seemed to cause them to drop the camera, the video ending the 
second it touched the floor. 


“Dang... that was intense.” Tucker breathed out. 


“Are- are they okay after that?” Jazz asked. The genuine concern in her voice was kind of 
touching. “What even was that last blast?” 


Valerie didn’t seem to be as concerned. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. They look like the type that 
can handle a beating or two.” 


“Sorry, are you always this lax about violence?” Of course, if that concern could lead to a rift, 
Danny would need to step in. 


“Jazz, it’s fine. I’ve been with them once, and I can already tell that they really are pretty 
hardy.” Jazz didn’t look entirely convinced, but Danny supposed it was better to upset 
someone who was less likely storm out if things went south. 


Meanwhile, Tucker had begun playing the first video again, this time going through it frame 
by frame, taking screenshots once every so often. The others watched the process silently, 
keeping a closer attention themselves just in case they missed anything important in any of 
the videos. Besides, they were pretty cool, so Danny didn’t mind seeing it a second time. 


Once they reached the part with the girl whose name Danny still couldn’t remember, Dani 
squealed giddily. “Oh, wow, this is so my favorite one!” 


“Her or the moment?” Seeing Dani be so excited, Danny couldn’t help but indulge her. 
“Yes!” Dani giggled. “Lili is definitely my favorite one out of all of them.” 
Lili! That’s her name. That took an embarrassingly long time for him to figure that out. 


“You got good taste, Dani. I dig that.” Valerie nodded at Dani with a smile. “But, if we’re 
picking favorites...” Valerie waited for a moment until Tucker reached the part where 
Coraline first appeared, before continuing. “Now that’s a girl after my own heart.” 


Tucker’s eyes lit up, which was a good sign. “Oh, we doin’ this now? Alrighty...” Tucker 
suddenly went all the way back to the first video, pausing at the moment the Mystery Kids 
first entered the frame. He tapped the screen on one of the Mystery Kids. Danny remembered 
his name to be Wybie. “This guy right here? We haven’t talked much, but I got a feeling 
we’re gonna be best buds.” 


“Wait, why are we suddenly... announcing our favorites like this?” Danny had to agree with 
Jazz on that one. This took a weird turn. 


“Why not? It’s fun!” Tucker pointed a finger at Jazz with a grin. “Your turn, now. Your 
favorite?” 


Jazz sighed, but surprisingly, she still answered the question. “Ah, I guess... what was his 
name, Raz?” 


“Interesting. Interesting.” Tucker nodded thoughtfully. His gaze fell on Sam next. “You’re up, 
Manson.” 


Sam rolled her eyes. “If I had to pick, then it’s that Dipper kid,” she answered with a sense of 
awe that Danny never expected to hear coming from her. “He did actual magic. Right in front 
of me. That’s... cool.” 


Tucker’s attention finally shifted to Danny. “Last one is yours, Danny,” he said. “Come on, 
spill it.” 


Everyone’s already had a go, so he couldn’t really refuse. “I... I wouldn’t call him a favorite, 
but the kid with the really spiky hair, Norman.” His mind flashed back to the Freakshow 
fight, to the utterly alien surge of power that he felt as Norman brought the skirmish to an 
end. 


“T’'d keep a close eye on him. He’s... strong.” 


Tucker raised an eyebrow. “Really? He looks like one of the few people that I could throw 
down with and come out on top.” 


“Well, not physically, Tuck.” Danny very nearly rolled his eyes at him. “You were there when 
he... did whatever it was that he did.” He glanced around at everyone giving him questioning 
looks. “I can’t explain it, but he’s strong. In a way.” 


Sam, Tucker, and Jazz still fixed him with a doubting, questioning look, Valerie looked 
mildly interested, while Dani looked intensely interested. Danny would definitely need to 
have a talk with her about this later. 


Jazz was the first to speak again. “That was all a nice extra tidbit of information about them. I 
don’t know if they’ ll affect your choices at all, but...” her words came to a suddenly halt, 
before she sighed, “Huh, we... we kinda have been stalling, haven’t we?” 


Danny cringed to himself. They totally were. “We... yeah.” 


Jazz rose to her feet and stepped into the center of the room. “Okay. We all know why we’re 
here, so let’s... let’s just get on with this.” She casted a glance at everyone in the room. “Who 
wants to start?” 


The answer was apparently nobody, judging from how silent the room suddenly became. Jazz 
looked around awkwardly, clearly hoping that someone other than her would take up her 
offer. Sam seemed to busy studying her shoes. Valerie retreated to her spot earlier, leaning 
against the wall. Dani actually looked eager to get started, but apparently not enough for her 
to start it herself. Meanwhile, Danny was extremely tempted to turn his attention back to his 
new best friend, the ceiling stain. 


Tucker eventually huffed, closing his laptop. “Guess I'll go first,” he conceded. “Alright, so, I 
know someone here is still suspicious of them,” Tucker’s gaze not-so-subtly fell on Sam for a 
moment, “but honestly? I’m not getting that kind of vibe from them at all. I genuinely think 
they’re just trying to do good and save folks whenever they can.” 


Sam didn’t miss Tucker’s little jab at her. Not that it was hard to miss, considering it was 
Tucker’s brand of subtlety. “So you’re voting yes?” she asked. 


“Yeah. And that’s already a point to them.” Tucker placed his hands on his hips and puffed 
out his chest. “I am an excellent judge of character.” 


Valerie barked out a laugh. “Wow, that almost made me want to say no,” she remarked. 
“Wait... so you-” Sam’s eyes narrowed. Honestly, not a lot could escape her notice. 
“Yes.” 

Sam looked like she had the biggest shock of the year. “You- seriously?!” 


“Look, I don’t know if the “bigger threats’ they talked about even exist, but there are threats 
out there that I do know actually exist,” Valerie explained. “If joining their club can give me 
an edge over those threats? I wouldn’t think twice.” 


With the conversation back in full swing, Dani nervously began, “Ah, I guess I’m voting yes, 
too.” Sam’s look of shock shifted over to Dani, while she obliviously continued. “They seem 
cool. I wouldn’t mind working together with them. We could... maybe even be friends?” She 
chuckled nervously at the end of it. 


Danny had no idea if the others noticed, but Sam was trying so hard to keep her cool. She 
crossed her arms. “Alright then, I just want to remind everyone that we’ve dealt with shady 
organization-government guys before, and all they cared about was dissecting Danny, so.” 
She ended with a shrug so meant to be casual there was no way it was casual. “That’s all I 
have to say.” 


“Yeah, I vote we decline.” Jazz added. Sam sent a thankful smile her way. “We’re doing well 
on our own, and they didn’t give us any proof about any threats, so I don’t see why we have 
to join them.” 


Danny was so preoccupied with listening to the others’ decisions that he was confused at first 
when everyone suddenly turned their attention to him. Danny then realized too late that he 
was the only one who hasn’t said his piece. 


“Wait, am I- oh, man! Am I the deciding vote?” 


Tucker was at least nice enough to offer a sheepish shrug. The others just more or less stared 
at him in dead silence. Valerie wore a poker face that was basically bulletproof if the bullets 
were Danny’s attempts to read anything from her. Dani resorted to whipping out her puppy 
eyes, which was just a low blow, if Danny’s being perfectly frank. Both Sam and Jazz fixed 
him with a frown, though in Sam’s case it was more of a scowl than a frown. Danny focused 
his gaze on the two, and tried to look as apologetic as possible. 


“It’d be nice to have more friends than enemies for once.” 


Jazz responded with a nod. A simple, understanding nod. Sam’s response was a look of 
outrage and betrayal, before she drew in a sharp breath, forced a neutral expression on his 
face, and averted her gaze while crossing her arms. Danny couldn’t help but feel like he 
needed to defend his decision. 


“Hey, if something like the Disasteroid ever comes up again, I’d rather not beg for help from 
people who have tried to kill me!” Danny already felt Valerie’s eyes on him, so he quickly 
added, ““Y’know, barring Valerie.” 


“No, no, it’s- whatever, just...” Sam shook her head. For the most part, she managed to hold 
on to her neutral expression. “Just... go call them. Right now. Call them right now.” 


Danny blinked in surprise. “Right... now?” he slowly asked. 


“Yeah, why not!” Sam threw her arms up in the air. “We already committed. We’re doing 
this, so why delay? Go on, call them.” 


A cursory glance at the others showed everyone giving Danny shrugs and nods of agreement. 
To hell with it, Danny thought, as he first pulled out his phone from his pocket, then the piece 
of paper the Mystery Kids gave him. He slowly punched in the number written on the paper, 
his heart beating faster with each number he entered. Eventually, with the number completed, 
and with his fingers crossed, Danny tapped the call button. 


It felt like an eternity waiting for the call to connect, but when it did, Danny still felt like he 
needed a few more seconds. 


“You’ve reached Psychonaut agent Razputin Aquato, please state your business.” 
Danny swallowed and tried to keep his voice even. “Hey, Raz. It’s me. Danny.” 


“Holy- Danny! Hi! Hello!” Raz sounded... surprisingly nervous, which actually helped 
Danny calm his nerves. “So, uh, do you have more questions, or something, or- or-” 


“No. No more questions.” 


Danny took one last glance around at his team, at Jazz, at Valerie, at Dani, at Tucker, and at 
Sam. He drew in a deep breath, before he gave Raz their answer. 


“We're in.” 
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Chapter Summary 


Wybie has always hated seeing her like this. 
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Nightmare 
“No!” 


That scream was what first woke Wybie from his sleep. Instincts he honed all summer long 
kicked in first, and at first he thought that some creature had broken into the Shack and had 
begun making a mess of the place. However, as his vision came into focus, the room was still 
dark, quiet, and nothing looked out of place. He began to think he imagined that scream, or 
heard it in a dream, when he heard a whimper, and heavy breathing, and the rustling of bed 
sheets coming from the bed on the other side of the room. 


Wybie jumped out of bed and crossed the room in an instant. 


Coraline tossed and turned, her breaths short and ragged, mumbling words that Wybie 
couldn’t make out. The sheets of her bed were strewn about, looking like they were soaked in 
sweat. Wybie had seen Coraline like this only once before. He hated it then, and he hated it 
just as much now. 


Wybie grabbed both of her shoulders and started shaking her. 
“Coraline! Coraline, wake up! Come on, Coraline! Coraline!” 


Wybie stepped away as Coraline jumped awake with a gasp. Her eyes were wild for a few 
seconds, searching around in the dark until her gaze met Wybie’s. 


“W-Wybie...?” Her eyes narrowed. She looked down, at herself and her messy bed, then 
around, at the room still barely illuminated by the moonlight shining through the window. 
“H-how-? Y-you... where-?” 


Fear suddenly filled her eyes, and she began to scramble unsteadily off of her bed. “Th-the 
others! We gotta go, we gotta-!” 


Wybie grabbed Coraline by the shoulders again, trying his best to hold her down. “Coraline, 
everything’s fine!” he quickly blurted out. “You were dreaming! It’s just a dream! Just a- 
just...” 


Coraline gradually stopped pushing to leave her bed. Her rapid breathing slowed as 
realization of what’s happening dawned on her. Wybie breathed out in relief. He wouldn’t be 
able to hold her down for long. 


“Just a nightmare, Coraline. Just a nightmare.” 


Wybie was caught off-guard when Coraline’s eyes began to water, and she suddenly pulled 
him into a hug. A tight, crushing hug. He could feel her nails digging into his back. He nearly 
pulled away, until he noticed Coraline trembling, and he noticed liquid beginning to soak the 
clothing on his shoulder. 


“Y-you and th-the others... she... she was...” 
Wybie resolved to stay like this, hugging her, for as long as she needed. 


“It’s fine, Coraline. Everything’s fine,” he spoke, over and over again, and he would’ve said 
it as many times as she needed to hear it. 


Eventually, Coraline pulled away. She sniffed, trying to get her breathing under control, 
hastily rubbing away any remaining tears. Wybie quietly sat down at the foot of the bed. His 
shoulder was completely soaked, and he could feel a few lines on his back that now throbbed 
with dull pain, but he paid them no mind at the moment. What mattered now was Coraline, 
and how she averted her gaze when he looked at her, like she’s embarrassed or something. 


The two sat in silence for a while, with Coraline breathing in and out to calm herself, which 
was kind of awkward, but also kind of good, because it left him free to wonder what he 
should to help Coraline calm down. The first thing that came to mind was to bundle up her in 
blankets, which he did do, and which Coraline mumbled something in reply, but she said it so 
low that he couldn’t make out what was said, so Wybie just guessed it’s probably a thank 
you. 


The next thing that he thought up was a nice cup of hot chocolate. That always calmed him 
down when he’s feeling stressed, he knew there’s some stashed in the Shack’s kitchen 
somewhere, and while Wybie had no idea if Coraline liked hot chocolate, she never said she 
hated it, so that sounded like a solid idea. He was halfway up to his feet when he felt a hand 
on his arm, tugging him back. He looked back to find the hand was Coraline’s, who still had 
her gaze fixed on her bed sheets. 


“Please. Don’t- not yet. Just- just for a little longer, please,” she begged. Wybie realized she 
was starting to tremble again. 


“Hey, I’m not- I’m just gonna make you a cup of hot chocolate, okay? You know, to make 
you feel better.” Wybie offered her the most comforting smile he could muster. “It’s gonna 
take three minutes, tops.” 


Coraline’s grip on his arm tightened for a moment, before she slowly let go. “Alright. Three 
minutes.” 


Trying to make a decent cup of hot chocolate in under three minutes was not easy, but Wybie 
would like to think he managed to copy his grandma’s recipe pretty well. He returned to the 
bedroom just in time, with a steaming cup of hot chocolate in hand. Coraline was still right 
where he left her, bundled up in blankets on her bed, and he caught a breath of relief from her 
as he entered the room. He handed her the hot chocolate, added the obligatory warning that 
it’s still hot, before sitting down at the foot of the bed again. Coraline pretty much ignored the 
warning, blew on the drink once before taking a big slurp out of it. At least the effect was 
instantaneous; a breath of satisfied relief leaving her as soon as her lips left the cup, a shiver 
passing through her body, and overall she looked more relaxed than she was just seconds 
before. 


She spent the next few minutes in silence, intermittently taking sips from the hot chocolate, 
though smaller ones this time. Wybie was content with just watching over her, ready just in 
case she needed anything else. He guessed Coraline downed two thirds of the drink before 
she stopped taking sips out of it, and just started staring at the cup, not saying a single word. 
Wybie was about to ask if she’s had enough hot chocolate, but she spoke first. 


“T didn’t win.” 


Coraline’s voice was even as she said that. Almost scarily even. Her index finger 
absentmindedly rubbed the lip of the cup, her eyes vacant, lost in the contents of the cup. 
Wybie had no idea how to respond. He had no idea if she even wanted a response. 


“T never won,” she continued. “I just ran. That’s all I ever did.” 


She said that as if it was fact. As if that was the truth. The worst part was that Wybie could 
kind of agree with her. 


“I ran.” 


Wybie wracked his brain for anything to say, because he needed Coraline to stop heading 
down this road. 


“Eventually, she’ll catch up. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, or even next year, but eventually. 
I just know it.” 


Still no words. Wybie officially hates himself. 
“It’s... inevitable.” 


Coraline’s tired eyes finally looked up, catching sight of Wybie with his eyes bugging out, his 
mouth half-open. 


She turned her gaze away again. “Sorry, that was... you can just go back to sleep now.” 


There’s no way in hell that Wybie was going to let that be how this conversation ended. If 
words were going to abandon him at a time like this, then he’d just need to find something 


else he could use. 


That was his motivation, as he rose to his feet and practically dove towards his summer bag. 
He fished out his old, thick, barely-functioning laptop and set it down on Coraline’s bed right 
in front of her. He opened it and booted it up, while Coraline watched with her head cocked. 


“What’re you doing, Lovat?” she asked, with a hint of irritation in her voice. 


Wybie didn’t reply with words. He replied by spinning the laptop around to face her. A video 
was open onscreen. Wybie clicked play, and stepped back. 


The video began with a shot of the garden back at the Pink Palace, decorated with all sorts of 
colorful plants and flowers. Among the flora, everyone who lived in the Pink Palace complex 
had gathered; Grandma, Coraline and her parents, Miss Spink and Forcible, and Mister 
Bobinsky, all chatting and laughing together. Wybie remembered clearly what the occasion, 
and he could tell Coraline remembered too. It was the one year anniversary of the Jones 
family moving into the Pink Palace. Grandma insisted they throw a garden party to celebrate, 
even though the Jones thought it wasn’t necessary. In the end, they caved in, and it turned out 
to be a pretty swell party, all things considered. Sure, one of Miss Spink and Forcible’s dogs 
started chasing the Cat, which ended up ruining the pizza they ordered, but they all laughed it 
off pretty quickly. Not to mention, for Grandma, Coraline, and himself, it was also the one 
year anniversary of Coraline managing to lock her away for good. The video ended just as 
Coraline’s dad surprised Coraline with a hug from behind, drawing a hearty laugh from her. 


Coraline didn’t say anything. She just stared at the screen, at that last shot of herself, grinning 
and laughing. She closed her eyes and sighed, whispering, “Wybie, what’s this all about?” 


Wybie didn’t reply to that question with words either. He just stepped closer, opened a 
different video, pressed play, and stepped back. 


Coraline easily recognized this video too. This was from last year, when she won first place 
in sprinting at the state track and field championship. Folks began swarming her from and left 
right the second she stepped down from the podium. She popped up above the crowd, now 
perched on her dad’s shoulders. When she spotted the camera, Coraline flashed it a proud 
grin, brandishing the trophy in her hand high up. Wybie let out a small smile, remembering 
how short-lived the trophy was in her hands. Her mom drove them to this fancy Italian 
restaurant for a celebratory dinner, and they ended up breaking the trophy while goofing off 
with it. Good thing Coraline wasn’t at all upset about it. It was actually probably the hardest 
he’d seen her laugh. 


Again, Coraline simply stared at that final shot of her, flashing a proud grin at the camera. 
She didn’t even have anything to say this time. Wybie quickly opened another video, but he 
hesitated to press play, afraid that Coraline actually was about to say something. He waited a 
few more seconds, and once it was clear that Coraline was going to keep her silence, he 
pressed play and stepped back. 


Coraline would definitely remember this one. This was from a couple months ago, at the 
beginning of summer. They - the Mystery Kids, that is - were just finished with one of their 
earliest hunts together, and to celebrate, they decided to have a meal at Greasy’s Diner, 


because no one really had any money to splurge for something actually fancy. Mabel insisted 
they only use one booth even though there were eight of them, and they all went with it for 
some reason. Eight people cramped together in a booth weren’t exactly comfortable, and 
some hated it more than others, but when the food arrived, Wybie remembered it tasted way 
better than it should have been. Maybe it was because they were gathered together, maybe it 
was because they almost died just an hour before, but it was probably one of the nicest meals 
he’s ever had. Of course, Raz just had to flick a cherry at Coraline, and she just had to 
retaliate with a peanut right to his temple. It damn near escalated to a full-on food fight, until 
Dipper reminded everyone that they’re all broke and so they had no money to pay for 
damages, if they caused any. Mabel was probably the most disappointed one out of all of 
them, and she started talking about what she would do if a food fight were to break out. The 
conversation then somehow shifted to food fight strategies, where Wybie learned that a 
sausage could actually hurt someone if thrown properly. 


The final shot of the video was of all eight members of the Mystery Kids cramped in a single 
diner booth, slightly uncomfortable, but mostly satisfied, relieved, and glad to be alive. 


Wybie slowly closed the laptop. Coraline blinked a few times as the room turned mostly dark 
again. She was still silent as she looked up, her gaze meeting his, which was great, because 
Wybie has finally found the right words. 


“If she ever catches up, things’ll be different.” Wybie smiled. He hoped she could at least 
kind of agree with him. “Things are already different.” 


Coraline’s eyes gently closed as she breathed out. She lifted the cup to her lips and downed 
the rest of the drink in just a few gulps. As she brought the cup down, Wybie was glad to see 
that she was feeling better already. Maybe not exactly fine yet, but better. 


“Thank you.” 
Wybie shrugged. “No prob.” 


Coraline set the empty mug aside on the floor, before glancing at Wybie. “You can... go back 
to sleep now. For real this time,” she said, kind of haltingly. 


“You gonna go back to sleep too?” Wybie asked. 

Coraline huffed. “I dunno. Maybe. We’ll see.” 

Wybie frowned. Having the rest of the night to her own thoughts probably won’t be good for 
her, so Wybie was quick to suggest, “Well, you know, I just finished downloading the 
Avengers movie.” 

“Wybie, you’re a goddamn lifesaver.” 


“It’s still the pirated version, so quality’s probably crap.” 


“Don’t care. Let’s do it.” 


They watched the movie, and once it ended, they watched it again, and again, and again, until 
morning came, and they stepped out of the room, dark bags under their eyes, in desperate 
need of a cup of coffee. 


Chapter End Notes 


So, this is a little late, but happy sixth birthday to ParaNorman! 


I think this is my favorite chapter in quite some time. Not only did I have a blast writing 
it, I am also incredibly pleased with how this chapter turned out. I hope you guys like it 
just as much as I do! 


Next chapter, we jump forward again to a post-Weirdmageddon world, where we’re 
getting a few more additions to the team. It’s a little more on the unusual side this time 
around, but I don’t wanna box myself in with only using the popular additions to the 
MK. That said, I’d be surprised if any of y’all managed to figure out what the additions 
are gonna be. Until then! 


Town of Tinkerers 


Chapter Summary 


The Mystery Kids investigate a mysterious town that seemed to have appeared out of 
thin air. 
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Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
Town of Tinkerers 
Weirdmageddon was, well, weird. 


That sounded stupid, but it really was. Coraline thought she had seen everything after 
spending an entire summer in Gravity Falls, but the few days she spent in that nightmare 
proved to her how wrong she was. It was like her first day in Gravity Falls all over again, 
only a bazillion times worse. The weirdness of Weirdmageddon wasn’t even the good kind of 
weird. It was the awful, multiverse-destroying, kill-everything-and-everyone-in-existence 
kind of weird, which Coraline would put as the worst kind of weird. No small amount of 
effort and sacrifices were made to put a stop to it. Coraline, and she’s pretty sure literally 
everyone else, was more than ready put that chapter of her life behind her the second the rift 
was closed and everything went back to the regular kind of weird. 


However, after some recent news had come to light, Coraline began to wonder if life really 
does hate her. 


Apparently, Weirdmageddon haven’t stopped trying to kill everyone, if Dipper’s theory was 
to be believed. According to it, while the barrier around Gravity Falls managed to contain the 
brunt of Bill’s influence, it wasn’t able to contain all of it. Some of it leaked out as unfocused 
chaotic energy that had an unpredictable chance to manifest in a variety of different ways. 
Most of them destructive, because this still came from Bill. The biggest example of this 
chaotic energy manifesting, as it turned out, was the creation of the actual, goddamn, 
motherfucking Disasteroid. 


Weirdmageddon’s /eftovers nearly destroyed the entire planet. 


That revelation made Coraline feel a lot of things, but for now she chose to focus on anger. 
She’s nowhere near ready to admit how scared and helpless that made her feel. 


So, after the Mystery Kids received reports of an entire town suddenly appearing out of 
nowhere in the middle of the biggest lake in Ireland, Dipper, still riding the high of perfecting 


his theory, quickly guessed that this might be another case of chaotic energy manifestation. 


Coraline gave him a questioning glance. “You really think this is another case of... 
Weirdmageddon leftovers?” 


“It created the Disasteroid, it gave Freakshow his staff back,” Dipper replied with a shrug, “I 
don’t see why it can’t conjure an entire town out of thin air.” 


Coraline turned her attention back to the town across the water, peering at it with a pair of 
binoculars. A low-hanging fog covered most of the town and some parts of the lake, but she 
still managed to make out some details. It seemed to be built on a hill or something, giving 
the town a tiered look, with the highest point being a very large and luxurious-looking manor, 
placed so high up it was actually the most visible part of the town through the fog. Down 
near the base, she spotted what looked like an industrial area, as well as a bridge coming out 
of the city that seemed to lead to nowhere. 


Coraline lowered her binoculars. “So, we’re dealing with, what, an evil town?” 
“Well-” Dipper opened a blank page on his new journal-“I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” 


“I guess.” Coraline placed her binoculars back in her satchel. She turned on her heels, calling 
out, “Alright, Mystery Kids, gather up!” 


The team quickly gathered together near where they parked their jet. Dipper was the last to 
arrive, slowly limping his way over from where he stood at the edge of the lake, stubbornly 
refusing help from Mabel when she offered it. The shame of his own spell backfiring must 

have really gotten to him. Coraline took note of that, before addressing the team. 


“Raz, what’s the news from your end?” she asked. 


“Still pretty much the same as before, cap,” Raz answered. “Sudden surge of unknown 
energy, and then suddenly, boom.” He pointed at the town with a thumb. “Loch Neck 
suddenly has a brand new island in the middle of it.” 


“It’s Lough Neagh.” Wybie quickly corrected, not even bothering to look up from the bag of 
tools that he’d been fiddling with. 


“Yeah, that.” 


“We’ve got a few agents setting up a perimeter all around the lake,” Lili added. “So far, 
nothing’s come in. Or, out, in case you’re wondering.” 


Coraline nodded. The clarification that nothing had come out of the town was much 
appreciated. “Any locals in a snooping mood around?” she asked. 


“Well, look.” Lili crossed her arms. “The agents are doing their best, but this is still the 
biggest lake in Ireland, Coraline. We can’t exactly keep a low profile.” 


“Right.” That wouldn’t be a fun thing to deal with. Although, Coraline would be a hypocrite 
to grumble about it, considering she used to be a snoopy local herself. “E.T.A. until news 


choppers starts making our lives just that much more complicated?” 
Lili gauged the question for a moment. “Probably two hours. Three, at most.” 


“Better get to it, then.” Coraline glanced around at her team. Despite the fact it only had been 
just over an hour since their last hunt ended, they all still seem pretty damn eager to get back 
into the thick of it. Of course, whether or not they’re actually capable of another hunt so soon 
was a different matter entirely, as was the case of one of them in particular. 


Coraline turned her gaze on Dipper, who still had his feet under him only because he’s 
leaning against the jet’s landing gear. “Dipper...” 


“Don’t- I just- I get it, alright?” Dipper spat, averting his gaze with a scowl. “I’ll stay behind, 
be your guy in the chair, whatever.” 


Coraline shrugged. That was actually a lot easier than she thought it would be. “Well, you’re 
the one who offered yourself up, so.” 


“You know,” Norman stepped closer to Dipper, scratching the back of his neck, “P1 keep you 
company, Dipper. I-if you want, that is.” 


Dipper’s scowl went away so fast it was kind of adorable. “N-no, you don’t have to do that 
for me. Just go with the others.” 


“No, it’s fine, really. I don’t mind.” Norman smiled, awkwardly. If one were to squint, one 
could see the slight tint of red on his cheeks. 


“Oh. Well... thanks, Norm. Appreciate it.” Dipper smiled back. Coraline had no idea about 
the others, but she was about ready to squish these two oblivious dorks together. 


Of course, Lili, ever the realist, chimed in with, “And, just like that, we’re down two people.” 


“Aw, don’t be like that, Lil.” Raz leaned closer to Lili with a hand on her shoulder. “This 
hunt’s gonna go great!” 


“You're awfully chipper about this, Raz.” Coraline pointed out. 


“How could you not? Today’s been great!” Raz grinned. “About sixty percent of our hunt 
earlier went a hundred percent according to plan, Danny and his gang called and accepted our 
offer, and this morning at breakfast, I made Frazie laugh so hard she actually squirted milk 
out of her nose!” He had to pause to hold back a laugh. “Have you guys seen that happen in 
real life? It’s amazing!” 


“If things have been amazing so far, wouldn’t that mean the universe will balance itself out so 
that the rest of the day is going to suck?” Obviously, Coraline didn’t actually believe, or 
want, that, but she couldn’t resist being the teaser once in a while. 


Raz crossed his arms and pouted. “Well, if you got that kind of attitude...” 


Coraline smirked at him, but she quickly entered her leader headspace once again. “Alright, 
get your gear in check. We roll out in... let’s say, ten minutes?” The group responded with 
nods and affirmative shrugs, and they all dispersed in different directions. 


Coraline’s preparation didn’t take too long. All of her essentials were still stored in her 
satchel from the previous hunt, so it was only a matter of double-checking the contents of the 
satchel, see if anything got damaged. Thankfully, everything seemed to be working properly, 
especially her psychic baton. The weapon had practically become her new best friend in the 
week or so since she first got it. Just in the hunt earlier, there were so many situations where 
it helped out immensely. 


With her preparation complete, Coraline turned her attention to the rest of the team; see how 
their preparation was going. The first thing that caught her attention was Wybie and Mabel 
sitting together beside a boulder. Wybie had Mabel’s grappling hook in his lap and seemed to 
be tinkering with it with his tools, while Mabel watched him with a look of concern. Curious, 
Coraline wandered over closer. 


Just as Coraline reached them, Wybie handed Mabel’s grappling hook back to her. “There. 
Try it,” he said. 


Mabel pointed the grappling hook at the lake and pulled the trigger. There was a click, 
followed by a high-pitched creak that made all three of them cringe, but the claw remained 
fixed on the grappling hook’s nozzle. “Aww, no...” she moaned with a pout. 


Wybie’s eyes narrowed, her lips tightening into a line. “Hold on, lemme just-” he practically 
snatched the grappling hook out of Mabel’s hand. His fingers and tools fiddled with it rapidly 
for all of five seconds before handing it out to Mabel again. “Try it again.” 


Mabel aimed the grappling hook again, a lot less enthusiastic this time, and pulled the trigger. 
There was a click, and after a half second delay, the claw shot out at the direction of the lake. 
“Yes!” Mabel shouted. The cable then began to retract until the claw returned to its regular 
position. Mabel put the tool down and pulled Wybie into a big hug. “Oh my god, thank you! 
Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 


Wybie looked surprised and also pleased. “Hey, no- no problem. That’s what I do,” he 
chuckled. As he pulled out of the hug, he wore an expression of concern. “Just a heads up, 
though, Mabel,” Wybie pointed at the grappling hook, “that thing’s getting old. If it breaks 
again, I’ll fix it, sure, but... I don’t think it has a lot of mileage left.” Wybie shrugged. 
“Sorry.” 


Mabel pouted again, gazing down almost lovingly to the grappling hook in her hands. 
“Well... P1 treasure the time that we have left,” she sighed, nuzzling with the grappling 
hook. 


Coraline made a mental note to never reach that point with her baton. 


Mabel rose to her feet, still nuzzling her grappling hook. “I’m just gonna... go see if Dipper 
needs anything,” she said before she walked away. The grappling hook still remained 
nuzzled. 


Coraline turned her gaze back to Wybie, smirking. “Way to ruin her fun, buzzkill.” 


“Wha- it’s a heads up, Jonesy!” The look of outrage on Wybie’s face was hilarious. “The hell 
was I supposed to say? That it’s gonna last forever?” 


Coraline chuckled. “I know, I know, just messing with you.” 


Wybie huffed, pouting, but eventually a small chuckle escaped him. “Anyway,” he cleared 
his throat, “what’s up? Need anything fixed?” 


“Nope, everything’s good and-” Coraline paused, wondering if this would be a good time to 
bring it up. Quickly, she decided that now’s a good a time as any. “Well, actually, that stuff 
with Mabel’s grappling hook reminded me of something.” 


“Yeah?” 


“You remember that thing that you made back when we were in Gravity Falls? The one for 
that stupid race? You called it, uh,” Coraline snapped her fingers a few times, “what was it, 
the uh...” 


Thankfully, Wybie’s eyes quickly lit up. “Oh, I remember that! The... arm spear, I think?” He 
chuckled. “Man, I completely forgot about that thing. Piece of garbage took, like, four days 
to make and then it broke after I used it three times. Don’t even remember what I was 
thinking, making something that’ll get me closer to a fight. That’s so not me. Just not me at 
all. Not to mention, totally riffing on Mabel’s whole deal. Now, Dipper, he’s got the right idea 
with those-” 


“Wybie.” 


‘chem bombs. I mean, it wasn’t really sustainable because those things are expensive as hell, 
and I guess he fully moved on to runes and spells and stuff now, but just the idea of it is cool 
enough that I would actually be interested to see it if we can make it happen again, now that 
we’re not running this out of our own pockets, and I just realized that I went on a bit of a 
ramble there, sorry, what were you about to ask?” 


Coraline had always been amazed by how fast Wybie could descend into a ramble, as well as 
how he didn’t look embarrassed at all by the end of it. She let herself be amazed for a few 
more moments before she continued. “Well, speaking of not running this club out of our own 
pockets anymore, do you think if you make another one now, it can last longer than three 
uses? Like, a /ot longer?” 


“I... guess, sure,” Wybie replied after a moment thinking it over. “But, I already recalculated 
my approach to this whole... thing, so I don’t think I’m ever gonna need-” 


“No, Wybie,” Coraline cut in. She gestured to herself. “It’s for me.” 


That seemed to surprise Wybie so much he actually jumped to his feet. “You want- it’s- but- 
why?!” he sputtered. 


Coraline shrugged. “I have my reasons.” 


“Well, okay, then, I’m gonna need at least one.” Wybie’s words were unexpectedly stern. 
Coraline had no idea why Wybie would act so... indignant. 


She guessed she had to play along his rules. “One, I can get in and out of sticky situations a 
lot faster. That’s one reason.” 


“Aren’t you already pretty spry and jumpy and... stuff?” Coraline guessed that was supposed 
to be a retort of some kind. 


“Wybes, you know I don’t skip leg day,” Coraline patted her thighs to emphasize her point, 
“but sometimes these legs are just not fast enough for when I want to get up close and 
personal.” 


Wybie became silent for quite some time. His eyes seemed to study Coraline up and down. 
Coraline could tell he was worried for her, and while she appreciated that, she also knew 
Wybie would know what she’s capable of. So, he really should not be worried. Worrying is 
her job. 


Eventually, Wybie sighed, and he said, “If you’re sure about this, then... yeah. PI- P1 make 
another one. For you.” 


Coraline smiled. It was one of both excitement and relief. “You’re the best, Wybie. Thank 


99 


you. 


“It’s gonna take a while, though. I’m definitely starting from scratch. Might even need to 
redesign the blueprints and... also actually find the plans for it again, so, yeah, it'll- it’1l be 
later and not sooner.” 


Coraline really would’ve liked sooner rather than later, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. 
“Hey, take all the time you need. Just make sure it doesn’t break on me.” 


“PI do my best,” Wybie said with a sheepish grin. 


The rest of the ten minute preparations went off without a hitch. Dipper, despite acting pretty 
grouchy about being left behind, has fully committed to the role of ‘the guy in the chair’. No 
less than three laptops were placed around him, he had taken out all four of his journals and 
set them beside him, but ironically enough, no actual chair. He had chosen to perch himself 
on a boulder, giving himself a pretty good view of both the lake and the town. Norman did 
most of the work setting that up, and now he’s simply waiting on the side in case Dipper 
needed anymore help. Raz and Lili managed to secure a small boat that they could use to 
paddle across the lake. A small discussion led to them agreeing to make landfall near the 
industrial part of town they spotted. They would then make their way deeper into the town, 
keeping in contact with Dipper to report anything they saw. 


Earpieces were handed out to everyone. Mabel hugged her brother goodbye, which prompted 
Neil to do the same with Norman. Raz tried to do same with Lili, but surprisingly she one- 
upped him by planting a wet smacker right on his lips before boarding the boat. Raz was 
delighted, everyone else was uncomfortable, and Coraline tried her best to hide her blush. 
After all, she still remembered what those lips felt like. 


Mabel and Neil chose to be the ones paddling the boat. Coraline sat at the very back, and not 
just because Lili chose to sit at the very front of the boat. Coraline could spot threats a lot 
easier from the back of the boat, was the reason she convinced herself she had. Wybie sat 
next to her, and Raz sat at the very center of the boat, for obvious reasons. 


As the boat paddled further into the mist, with the shores behind them becoming harder to see 
and the shores ahead yet to reveal itself, Coraline found her attention drawn to Raz. Despite 
the fact that he was surrounded with so much water, he somehow still remained so... calm. 


Better to ask him while they’ re still in the calm before the storm, she supposed. 
“You’re... looking pretty peachy there, Raz.” 


“Uh, yeah, ‘course I am,” he nonchalantly replied. It took him a bit to realize what Coraline 
was hinting at. “Oh! You mean- oh. Right.” 


Coraline fixed him with an incredulous stare. “You... forgot?” 


“No, no, not that I forgot, I’m just-” Raz barked out a small chuckle, “it’s just- it’s never been 
the type of fear that’ll send me running and screaming in the other direction, y'know?” 


“It’s more like... I treat it like I treat fire,” Raz explained. “It’s nice, it has a lot of uses, but 
you’ll never see me jumping into it headfirst. Or, at all.” 


Coraline nodded. That metaphor works surprisingly well. 


Dipper’s voice crackled through the earpiece. “You know I never stopped working on it, 
right?” he said. 


“I know, I know.” Raz smiled. “If there’s anyone in this world that can figure out how to 
break it, it’s probably you.” 


The rest of the ride was spent in silence. Coraline almost hated it. The silence, the mist 
surrounding them, the knowledge that this might be another remnant of Weirdmageddon; it 
all filled her with more dread than usual. Thankfully, the boat ride ended up as uneventful as 
it was silent, the boat smoothly washing ashore on the industrial part of the town just like 
they planned. Of course, Coraline knew full well that was just the start of what promised to 
be quite a long day. 


Coraline was the first to step off the boat, baton already firmly gripped in one hand, though 
the weapon remained in its dormant state for the time being. Raz was next, with one hand on 
his temple and another kept outstretched. With a nod to each other, they pressed forward, 
while the others promptly began to drag the boat onto land and secure it. 


The easiest thing to notice upon first glance was the large, red-bricked building at the center 
of the area. Judging from the chimney that sprouted up from its roof, it must be a factory of 
some sort. Or, at least, it used to be a factory. The building looked like it’s been abandoned 
for a while. In fact, this entire area looked like it’s been abandoned for quite some time, with 
the ground looking dead and barren and some bits of piping and other metal objects that were 


lying around had almost completely rusted over. Another thing that was easy to notice was 
the complete lack of people, or any other living thing for that matter, as far as Coraline could 
see. Of course, Raz and his psychic sense could be telling an entire different story. 


“Picking up anything interesting, Raz?” Coraline asked. 


“This area is as empty as it looks, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Raz replied as he brought 
down the hand on his temple. “But, I am sensing a large concentration of people,” he pointed 
up, to the large manor at the peak of the city, still visible through the mist,”all the way up 
there.” 


That piqued Coraline’s interest. “People? As in, actual human beings?” 
“Yep.” Raz spent a moment just staring at the manor. “And, also... something else.” 
That piqued Coraline’s interest even more. “Something else?” 


“Kind of. I just- I sensed something other than human beings up there.” Raz shrugged and 
shook his head. “I don’t know, it might be nothing. I need to get closer to be sure.” 


Coraline sighed. “Great.” Not that she was expecting this to be that simple, but that first 
mention of humans had her getting her hopes up. Which was just silly of her. 


The two headed back and regrouped with the others after that, at which point Dipper’s voice 
crackled through the earpiece. 


“How’s it looking there?” he asked. 


“So far, a whole lot of nothing.” Coraline casted a quick glance back at the manor. “Though, 
Raz said there’s a bunch of people at the manor up top, holed up there along with something 
else that he couldn’t make out, so.” 


Already, Wybie looked plenty spooked. “W-we’re worried about that... right?” 


“Honestly, I’m more worried about the people,” Lili said as she crossed her arms. “If this 
really is another side effect of Weirdmageddon, the people it conjured up won’t exactly be 
upstanding citizens.” 


Coraline huffed. Lili really has a knack for sucking the joy out of things, doesn’t she? She’s 
got a point, sure, but the humans were supposed to be the good news. “Well... then I guess 
we better get ready to beat up a bunch of people, in case they’re evil, or something.” 


“T’m always ready for that,” Lili stated with a grin, looking far too happy about that. 


Lili could really be scary sometimes. “Anyway... I guess we’ll be heading to the top of the 
town, since that’s the only lead we got,” Coraline stated. “Hopefully we can find out more 
along the way.” 


“Gotcha,” Dipper replied. “Just keep me updated.” 


“Alright.” Raz cricked his neck once, then twice, before putting on a grin not unlike Lili’s. 
“The hunt is on.” 


They found a path near the back of the industrial area that led further into the town. It was an 
ascending path, leading straight towards where the mist was at its thickest, so Coraline felt it 
was appropriate for her to extend her baton to its true form. Mabel followed her lead; taking 
out her grappling hook and holding it at the ready. They all went up the path in formation; 
Coraline and Raz taking point, Wybie and Neil at the middle, and Mabel and Lili bringing up 
the rear. Raz seemed to have set a mental lock on the group of people gathered up at the 
manor and made that as a reference point as they walked further. 


It didn’t take long for them to start seeing some buildings, and they were kind of weird. The 
buildings were all so cramped together, which made the roads leading upwards tight and 
narrow, and they looked like they came from an entirely different time period. Coraline was 
afraid for a moment that they did just wandered into another era somehow, when Dipper’s 
voice came through the earpiece. 


“Anything new?” he asked. 


“We’re starting to see some buildings. The roads are getting narrower too, so that’s a little 
worrying.” Raz placed a hand on his temple for a moment as he glanced around. “Still no one 
around.” 


“The buildings, what are they like?” 
Coraline glanced about at the buildings in question. “In a word, old-timey.” 


“Very helpful, Coraline,” Dipper replied. Coraline could almost hear the accompanying eye 
roll. 


“Well, they are!” Maybe architecture wasn’t her thing, but Dipper didn’t have to be a jerk 
about it. “They’re, like, Victorian... colonial... whatever. Like, old England buildings. You 
know the ones.” 


“Old. England. Buildings,” Dipper repeated, slowly, mockingly. 


“Jonesy’s pretty much right on the money, Dipper,” Wybie cut in, wandering over closer to 
one of the buildings. Coraline trailed closely behind him, just in case. “But, there’s- 
something’s off about ‘em.” 


Before Coraline could react, Wybie began trailing his hand on one of the buildings. She fully 
expected something terrible would happen, and was relieved when nothing did. “It’s- the 
designs are definitely Victorian, but it... it doesn’t look like it’s been around since then. If 
that makes sense.” Wybie continued talking, seemingly oblivious to the danger he could have 
been in. “I mean, there’s still some age to it, but not enough to look like it’s existed for 
hundreds of years, you know?” 


Coraline stepped forward and pulled Wybie’s hand from the building, giving him a stern 
look, just as Raz chimed in with, “So... Bill has a thing for Victorian architecture? And also 


does excellent town maintenance?” 


“I think we can rule out the possibility that this town was made through Bill’s influence at 
this point.” Lili kicked a pebble down the street, flashing everyone a dry smile. “Let’s be 
honest, if this place was made by Bill, the streets would’ ve been made out of puppies and the 
walls would’ve been made out of kittens. And they’ re all inside out.” 


“Lili brought up an excellent point,” Dipper pointed out. “From what you described, the town 
sounds too... tidy. Not his style at all.” There was a short pause, filled with the sound of 
flipping pages from Dipper’s end. “But, plucking up a town from a different place and then 
randomly dropping it here? Now that’s more like something Bill would do.” 


“Maybe... maybe even from a different time?” Norman’s sudden suggestion was greeted by 
stunned silence from the others. He then quickly added, “That would explain why the 
buildings doesn’t look like it’s been around since Victorian times, right?” 


Dipper was the first to speak, slowly stating, “Time... did get a bit messed up back at 
Weirdmageddon, so that’s not out of the question.” 


“You guys are saying this is a town... displaced through time and space?” Coraline was 
slightly surprised at how fast the leading assumption went from ‘evil town’ to this, but she 
supposed that’s just how it goes in this line of work. 


“It’s one theory.” 


Coraline had to admit she liked this theory a lot better than the ‘evil town’ theory, but it still 
brought on a slew of questions. “That must have made a mark on history. If an entire town 
just up and vanished like that?” she wondered. 


“I’m looking it up even as we speak.” The sound of typing in the background made it clear 
that Dipper wasn’t lying. “But, you’re right. Something like this definitely won’t fall under 
the radar. At least, not from the Psychonauts.” Dipper let out a little giggle. “Man, I love 
near-unlimited access to classified government files.” 


Coraline caught sight of Raz with a frown, gazing up at manor at the peak. She didn’t need to 
be psychic to know what’s in his mind. “That still doesn’t explain the ‘something’ that Raz 
sensed up there,” she pointed out. “Any updates on that, Raz?” 


“Huh? Oh, that, right.” Coraline didn’t expect Raz to be lost in his thoughts. This must be 
bothering him a lot more than she thought. “Well, uh, I still can’t recognize it. We might need 
to get even closer. Sorry.” 


“Huh. Let’s do that, then.” Coraline gestured towards everyone with her baton. “Back in 
formation, guys. We’re moving ahead.” 


The group continued forward, and upward. The mist began to clear up, the higher they went, 
but enough remained that kept Coraline at high alert. They would occasionally pause now 
and again, mostly so that Wybie could get a closer look at the buildings, and then relay what 
he saw to Dipper. Aside from those moments when the two nerds would just unload words, 


the walk was spent mostly in silence. Coraline would even dare say it was going quite well. 
Of course, not long after Coraline dared to think that, they encountered something that 
stopped them dead in their tracks. 


In all honestly, it looked like a car, except old. Really old. Old enough that it looked pretty 
similar to the first cars ever invented. Although, Coraline noted that it did have some features 
that set it apart from those cars just from looks alone, like its bulkier frame, and its four tires 
actually being proper tires. The car was simply left beside the road, not a soul in sight that 
could be its owner. 


“So... cars are already a thing back in Victorian times, right?” Neil wondered aloud. “Like, 
the really, really old cars?” 


“They do, but, this is- this thing’s different.” Wybie had a gleam in his eyes that Coraline 
would have found endearing if they weren’t currently in a potentially dangerous environment. 
Coraline cursed under her breath when Wybie broke off from formation once again to get a 
closer look of the car. She swiftly followed close behind him. 


“I’ve never seen a model like this before. Look at this thing!” Wybie was all over the car 
immediately; checking out the insides, the engines, the tires, the undersides, everything. “The 
engine is- setting it up like this is genius! And look at how the tires are connected to 
everything! And this- how the steering is wired is- it’s-!” 


Wybie stepped away from the car, grinning from ear to ear. “This is... legit amazing,” he 
breathed out in awe. Not taking his eyes off of the supposed mechanical marvel, he fished out 
his phone from his pocket and was all over the car once again, this time taking pictures all the 
while. 


Coraline had absolutely no idea what part of car that got Wybie so excited, but just from his 
reaction alone, this car was definitely worth investigating. First, she signaled the others to 
look around the area, just in case there was something else important besides the car. She 
circled the car once, then twice, before deciding to open what looked like the trunk of the car. 
Inside, there was a basket filled with fruits, each looking like they were freshly picked. 


Coraline took one out, an apple, and held it closer for inspection. “This looks fresh.” She 
gave it a careful sniff. “Smells pretty fresh, too.” 


“Taste it!” Mabel called out. 

“T am not eating it, Mabel!” Coraline called back, dropping the apple back in basket. 
Wybie joined her at the trunk, seemingly finished with his photography session. “Weirdly 
advanced car, fresh fruits in the trunk,” he recounted. “Do you think that adds to the time 


travel theory, or takes away from it?” 


Dipper’s voice suddenly blared through the earpiece before Coraline could get even a word 
in. “Whatever you just found, forget it, because I found something that just sealed the deal.” 


Coraline held herself back from making a pointed retort. She’d known Dipper long enough to 
know that he usually acts like this when he really had something important to say. “So, not a 
lot of cases of towns disappearing into thin air, but I did find one case that fit in with what 
you’ve described so far,” Dipper explained. “Built on a hill, disappeared during Victorian 
times; it checks everything. Well, except for the ‘middle of the lake’ part, so I guess that’s 
Bill’s contribution.” 


The Mystery Kids ceased their activities, waiting with bated breath for Dipper to continue. 
“The town’s called, and I’m not making this up, Cheesebridge.” 


Coraline made a face. Finding out that the town they were standing in had that kind of name 
somehow made this excursion feel a little less dangerous. 


Raz snorted, nearly descending into full blown laughter. “And people thought old-timey folks 
were always so grim and serious.” 


Coraline always suspected that assumption was full of crap. People are people, no matter the 
time period. “Speaking of old-timey folks, what happened to them?” she asked. 


“Gone along with it,” Dipper replied. “I’m guessing now they’re in that manor at the top.” 
Lili chimed in with a question, asking, “Anything else noteworthy that we should know?” 


“Well... I’m not really seeing anything else. They... import a lot of cheese. Big surprise 
there.” Even Dipper couldn’t resist a small giggle from coming out. As ridiculous as it was, 
now Coraline fully expected to find a bridge literally made of cheese somewhere in the town. 
“And, uh... whoa, wait a sec... holy crap.” 


“You found something actually important?” Coraline quickly asked. Dipper rarely ever 
swore, so he must have found something good. 


“Yeah. Apparently in the few years leading up to its disappearance, the town experienced a 
massive economic growth, all thanks to some new exports.” Dipper paused his explanation to 
let out a breath of awe. “Automotive parts, train compartments, steam engines, printing 
presses... god, this list goes on.” 


Coraline wasn’t sure how impressed she should’ve been at that, but judging from how 
Wybie’s mouth fell open, it was a hell of a lot. “This town must have been a fucking 
powerhouse in the industrial revolution,” Wybie breathed out, looking around at the buildings 
that line the streets. “How the hell have we never heard of this town before?!” 


“Because... it got transmogrified into the future?” If Coraline had to guess, that was the 
likeliest reason. “The men in black of Victorian times probably covered it up.” 


Wybie scratched the back of his neck and frowned. “But still, this is... aw, man.” 


“Come on, chin up, Wybes.” Coraline gave him a few solid pats on the back. “The men in 
black back then might’ve covered it up, but we’re in charge now. No way we’re covering this 
up like they did.” 


Wybie perked back up quickly, his frown shifting into a small smile. “Heh, yeah. I guess 
we’re the men in black now, huh?” 


“Exactly.” Coraline smiled back. 


Not long after, Coraline signaled for everyone to regroup and give a report of anything 
important they noticed during their search, but it seemed the car really was the only thing of 
note in the area. Mabel did find a pile of cardboard boxes in an alley that she described as 
‘massive’, but Coraline doubted that could be anything important. Probably just someone’s 
storage area or something. 


Nothing’s happened so far, and that fact had Coraline worried that something must be wrong. 
Usually, at this point in a hunt, something has already happened. It’s usually something bad, 
yes, but it’s still something, and Coraline would choose that over the stillness and silence 
they were in. 


“So... time travel theory confirmed?” Coraline blinked, Neil’s question bringing her back 
from her thoughts. 


“Pretty much. I can’t imagine it could be anything else,” Lili replied. Her eyes darted left and 
right, still searching the area around them. At least Coraline wasn’t alone in being on edge. 


Norman’s voice came through the earpiece, though Coraline noticed there was a strange 
crackle to it. “Maybe that’s why the town’s deserted. The time travel happened and they all 
evacuated to the manor.” He clicked his tongue and sighed. “God, they must be... freaking 
out.” 


“Yeah, getting shunted forward in time a couple hundred years probably wasn’t a fun time. 
Especially when it’s caused by Bill,” Raz said, somewhat distractedly, as his gaze kept 
drifting back to the manor. 


“Still doesn’t explain the ‘things’ that Raz sensed, though.” Coraline felt each time she 
pointed that out, Raz looked more and more troubled. “Dipper didn’t find anything about it, 
either.” 


“It’s... it’s probably from Bill, isn’t it?” Lili suggested after a pause. She looked around, 
probably expecting someone to chime in with a counterpoint, and sighed in disappointment 
when no one did. 


Mabel suddenly gasped, a hand flying up to cover her mouth. “Oh god, what if those ‘things’ 
are keeping the townsfolk captive up there?!” Everyone’s gaze turned towards the manor, 
now seen in a new light. “If the ‘things’ are from Bill, then...” 


Coraline twirled the baton in her hand. “Then we go in, and we save them. Simple.” She 
turned her attention to the ascending street, going all the way up to the manor. “Come on. 
Let’s start moving again.” 


Deeper and higher into the city they went, though this time Wybie and Dipper seemed to have 
run out of things to say about the town, so no more breaks for them to nerd out. Coraline 


guessed they were two-thirds of the way up when the mist began to clear up even more. The 
increased range of vision brought them a huge sense of relief, but Coraline made sure 
everyone still had their guard up. The possibility of being ambushed has been reduced, yes, 
but the possibility is still there. 


The street they were on began to branch out more and more as they got higher, turning into 
smaller, winding paths. The streets in the lower levels of the city weren’t exactly all that 
spacious, but these took it a step further. With the group walking in pairs, there was barely 
any elbow room left for them to move, boxed in from both sides by buildings that were at 
least two or even three stories high. All of it gave Coraline a bad feeling in the pit of her 
stomach, but especially the rooftops. This was a perfect spot to set up an ambush. It wasn’t 
even a matter of if anymore, it was a matter of when. 


Coraline was almost glad when Raz signaled for them to stop. The tension was killing her. 
“Up ahead,” he hissed in a whisper, “The ‘things’. Lots of ‘em.” 


Coraline nodded. She knew it was only a matter of time. “Dipper, Norman, heads up; we’re 
probably gonna get into a scrap in a sec,” she whispered into her earpiece. 


Coraline expected at least a quick reply from either of them - maybe a ‘roger’ or something - 
but she was met with silence. 


“Dipper? Norman?” she repeated. Again, there was no reply. 


Mabel and Neil were quick to try contacting Dipper and Norman as well, but they got the 
same result as Coraline: nothing but dead air. Somehow, along the way, the group has lost 
contact with Dipper and Norman. 


“Great,” Coraline grumbled. Raz glanced at her with a questioning look, and after a moment 
Coraline returned the look with a resolute nod. Losing contact with Dipper and Norman was 
bad, but not bad enough to abort the mission. 


With her baton held tight and at the ready, Coraline led the group as they inched forward 
down the narrow path. The mist, though now thinner than ever, still obscured enough that 
they couldn’t see too far down the path. Coraline squinted as something began to be barely 
visible through the mist. It looked like a massive stack of cardboard boxes, practically 
blocking their path forward, and that was when Raz signaled for them to stop again. 


“They’re right there, behind those cardboard boxes,” he announced in a hushed voice. He 
pointed an open hand at the boxes, already pulsing with energy. “Do you want us to make the 
first move?” 


A quick glance at the rest of the group revealed no one was against the idea, so Coraline 
ordered with a grin, “Give ‘em a nasty surprise.” 


As pulsing psychic energy left Raz’s hand and sailed through the air, Coraline could almost 
cheer. Finally. 


The psi-blast struck the bottom center of the cardboard mass, the boxes flying and scattering 
in different directions. Something - multiple something, really - screamed, as the boxes 
scattered, and it was a high-pitched and grating scream, like the squealing of a rat caught in a 
trap. Coraline broke off into a sprint, and almost immediately came to a halt. 


From some of the boxes that lay scattered, some kind of creature began to emerge from them. 
A pair of legs popping out of the bottom of the boxes, a pair of arm from the sides, and a 
head from the top, almost like they’re turtles with boxes as their shells. They had ashy, grey 
skin, looked quite short - Coraline guessed none of them was higher than her waist - and 
seemed to be having a hard time recovering from the blast. 


Coraline gaped. “What... the...” 
“Oh.” Raz sucked in a breath through his teeth. “So, they’re not behind the boxes...” 


The creatures groaned in that same high-pitched, raspy voice, stumbling and falling over 
themselves in an effort to get their feet under them. Some even tried to help others gain a 
solid footing, even though they didn’t have solid footing themselves. One of them in 
particular - one that landed quite close to Coraline - managed to rise to its feet. It literally 
shook its entire body, blinked twice, and only then it seemed to realize Coraline was standing 
in front of it. 


Its gaze met Coraline’s. For a moment, neither made a sound. 
“Uh, hi?” Coraline tried. 
The creature screamed. 


That act immediately set off the rest of the creatures. They picked themselves up at double 
the pace and began scampering away from the Mystery Kids. The one that was in front of 
Coraline did so as well, even picking up one of its fellow creatures that was struggling to run 
away. 


These were the creatures that had Raz on edge? 
“Okay?” 


Movement danced in the corner of Coraline’s vision. She instinctively looked upwards, her 
eyes widening upon spotting a row of the strange creatures that had somehow appeared on 
the rooftops, lining up at both the right and left side. Like their friends on ground level, they 
too looked frazzled and surprised, though not as much. Some of them even looked 
determined, staring down at the Mystery Kids with furrowed brows. 


Coraline twirled her baton and took a single step back. 
“O-kay.” 


Suddenly, there was a deep and rumbling noise, the sound of it reminding Coraline of an 
engine roaring to life, shaking the ground and drawing a shriek out of Neil. Coraline flinched 
at the sound, and only then she realized the wall of boxes had been hiding some sort of giant 


mechanical contraption. It took her a second to make the connection between the sound and 
the mechanical contraption, and by then she flinched again as it heaved, metal screeching as 
it began to rise, supported by four mechanical legs. It stopped just shy of a three story 
building, but by then it already towered high above the Mystery Kids. Metal screeched again 
as it raised one of its legs, before it slammed down a few feet closer to where the Mystery 
Kids stood. 


“Oh, fuck.” 
“Coraline!” 


The sound of Raz shouting made Coraline realize that the group had retreated further back 
the path when the contraption revealed itself. She whipped her head around, spotting the 
group rushing toward her, with Raz pointing frantically at the rooftops. Her gaze followed 
Raz’s fingers just in time to notice a net descending upon her. She rolled out of the way in the 
nick of time, and was prepared when the creatures on the roof threw another net at her, when 
she heard the familiar noise of a psi-blast going off, the psychic force knocking the net away. 


The creatures on the roof threw down more nets and stones and bricks, but Raz was faster to 
reach her, quickly bringing up a barrier around the two. The barrage bounced off harmlessly, 
and the split second window that it created was enough for Lili to join the two and quickly 
fire off a dozen or so psi-blasts upwards. The creatures all ducked for cover, giving Wybie, 
Neil, and Mabel an opportunity to squeeze into the barrier Raz made. 


“Hot diggity dang!” Mabel exclaimed, panting and chuckling. “Talk about zero to a hundred, 
huh?” 


“About time, if you ask me.” Lili fired off two more blasts, and Coraline could tell she’s 
trying hard not to grin. “Still. A giant mech, of all things. Didn’t see that coming.” 


Coraline turned her attention to the ‘mech’, lumbering one slow step at a time towards the 
Mystery Kids. 


“But- I mean, that is fucking amazing.” Coraline sent Wybie a pointed stare. The look of awe 
on his face quickly disappeared. “But, yeah, it’s gonna be even more amazing once it’s not 
trying to kill us.” 


Coraline rolled her eyes. That was good enough. 


“Man, remember when we had a mech?” Neil sighed. “Sure would be great if we had the 
Shackbot right now.” 


That would be great, but now’s not the time to whine about it. “Except we don’t, so let’s not 
start crying over it.” 


“Well, the two of us got the rooftops covered,” Raz said, looking over his shoulder at her. 
“You got a plan for taking down mechs, cap?” 


“Easy.” Coraline pointed at the top of the mech with her baton. “We take out the pilots.” 


She didn’t notice it before in the shock of seeing it for the first time, but at the top of the 
contraption, there was an open compartment where three figures were situated, and Coraline 
was certain those three figures were piloting the mech. Two of the figures she recognized as 
more of those strange creatures, but the third figure was a complete unknown to her. It stood 
higher than its two co-pilots, had a much more human body shape, but it still had a head like 
the strange creatures, albeit much larger. Almost comically large. 


“That is... more of a goal than a plan, but sure.” Raz left Coraline no time to retort before he 
continued. “You guys rush ‘em. Lili and I’Il cover you.” 


Coraline nodded at Mabel, who replied with a grin, proudly brandishing her grappling hook. 
“Now.” 


Raz dropped his barrier, and together with Lili they began firing off a lengthy barrage of psi- 
blasts at the creatures on the rooftops. Coraline was first, taking off in a sprint, followed by 
Mabel, then Neil, then Wybie. With the creatures at the rooftops forced into cover by Raz and 
Lili, reaching striking distance of the mech was easy. Coraline guessed they were about ten 
feet from the mech when she signaled them to stop. 


“You’re up, Mabel. See the tall one? That’s your target.” 


Mabel grinned as she stepped into position. She held her grappling hook up with both hands, 
aiming down the barrel with her tongue sticking out. “Say when,” she stated. 


Coraline was barely into the first letter when she first heard an unfamiliar voice shouting. It 
was pure instinct when she shoved Mabel aside. 


Something grey and metal swung just inches above Mabel’s head. The swinger stumbled 
forward a few steps - it seemed to have put too much force into the swing - but it managed to 
catch itself from falling. The swinger looked similar to the tall one piloting the mech; it had a 
human height, had a human body shape, but with a comically large head of one of the strange 
creatures. It held a metal crowbar with both hands, brandishing the tool at the ready after it 
had a moment to recover. 


With a grunt, it rushed forward for another swing, this time at Coraline. The attack was 
careless and sloppy, and Coraline easily dodged it simply by taking a step to the side. As the 
crowbar whizzed past her, Coraline brought her baton up and struck the crowbar hard. The 
crowbar went flying off into the distance, and the creature stumbled backwards with a yelp. It 
shook its head and stared at its empty hands, almost like it was in shock. 


Coraline huffed and stared the creature down. “Alright, buddy, don’t know if you can 
understand me, but you-!” 


The creature looked up to meet Coraline’s gaze, and with a yell, began charging straight at 
Coraline. It closed the distance between them faster than Coraline could react, getting too 
close for Coraline to use her baton effectively. It slammed into Coraline with more force than 
she expected, with a dirty glove-covered hand pushing against her face and another hand 
pushing against her chest, and Coraline found herself losing her footing as it began to push 


her back. She nearly managed to push back, when she felt her back slam against a wall, 
knocking the breath out of her. The creature landed a punch to the side of Coraline’s head, 
then a second one, and a third one; each one leaving her seeing stars. In the midst of it all, 
Coraline remembered to swing her knee up hard, earning her a satisfying thud and a grunt of 
pain from the creature. Suddenly, she felt the pressure pinning her against the wall disappear, 
and a mess of orange hair whooshing past her blurred vision. Coraline nearly sank to her 
knees but she quickly caught herself, a hand against the wall keeping her standing. 


Regaining her bearings, she realized that Neil had tackled the creature off of her, and he’s 
currently pinning it down against the street. It struggled under Neil’s grip, straining and 
grunting, and would have nearly broken loose if Wybie hadn’t rushed in to help Neil holding 
it down. 


It took Coraline a moment to realize that the sounds the creature’s making, and all the sounds 
that it had made - the yells, the grunts, the shouts - sounded exactly like a human’s. 


“Uh, Coraline?!” 


Coraline blinked. Mabel had risen to her feet, grappling hook aimed at the pilots of the mech, 
and were waiting for her to give the signal. She was still a little dazed, but she could at least 
yell it out. 


“Do it!” 


Mabel pulled the trigger. The claw shot up towards the pilots, and Mabel cheered as it 
managed to snag the shoulder of the strange, tall one. With a grunt and a heave, she began to 
pull back. The tall one nearly fell out of the piloting compartment right then and there, but its 
two co-pilots quickly came to its side to pull back against Mabel. The tug of war between 
Mabel and the three creatures left them jostling around in the piloting compartment, 
seemingly affecting the controls as well, as the mech began to stumble erratically. 


“Little help?!” Mabel cried out. Coraline shook her head - the stars were mostly gone by now 
- and made his way over as fast as she could. 


Before Coraline could reach her, Mabel suddenly fell to the ground, crying out in surprise, as 
it seemed she slipped on some pieces of cardboard scattered around. At the same time, the 
three pilots heaved and pulled hard, the grappling hook flying out of Mabel’s hand, clattering 
on the ground near the legs of the mech. The pilots stumbled in their compartment from the 
pullback, the mech staggering, its legs stomping wildly. The pilots recovered, their hands 
back on the controls, the legs trying to regain balance, and Coraline’s eyes widened as she 
realized one of its legs was about land right on top of Mabel’s grappling hook. 


She then realized that there was nothing she could do. 
The leg slammed down. The grappling hook disappeared under it like it was nothing. 
“No!” Mabel cried out, still sprawled out on the ground, her eyes wide and aghast. 


Coraline had no idea why, but something in her snapped. 


“Razputin!” Raz, who had just fired off a psi-blast, turned his head to look, and found 
Coraline pointing at the pilot compartment with her baton. “Get me up there!” 


Raz nodded, firing off one more psi-blast without even looking, before he turned his hand 
into a fist that pulsed with psychic energy. A large ethereal fist soon materialized above him, 
and with a gesture, Raz sent the fist flying towards Coraline. The fist opened and Coraline 
jumped onto its open palm with ease, at which point the hand began to ascend with increased 
speed. Gauging her timing, Coraline pushed herself off of the hand, launching her high up 
towards the pilots. The three of them began shrieking in panic as they saw Coraline rising 
towards them. With a grin, Coraline managed to grab a hold of the tall pilot by its large head, 
but that grin quickly disappeared as she realized that she was starting to arc over the 
compartment. She still kept a strong grip on the creature even as she cleared the entire mech. 
This time, its two co-pilots weren’t able to save the creature as Coraline pulled it off of the 
pilot seat. 


Coraline barely managed to position herself in time, landing in an awkward roll, and she was 
pretty her shoulder’s going to bruise later. Meanwhile, the creature landed flat on its back 
with a nasty thud. It groaned and moaned in pain, and Coraline realized, with a very human 
voice. 


She rose to her feet in a second and was upon the creature in half that time, pinning it against 
the cobbled street, with her baton pointed threateningly at its head. 


Coraline blinked. ““What-?” 


Its head had been crooked at an unnatural angle, its jaw slightly hanging open. Through its 
row of teeth, Coraline spotted something that looked a lot like human skin and a lock of 
human hair. 


Coraline grabbed its large head by the nose and pulled. Just like she thought, the head was 
yanked clear off. Underneath was a ragged mess of black hair and a pair of brown eyes, 
wearing an expression of utter fear. 


“D-don’t hurt me, please!” he pleaded, panting heavily. In a British accent, Coraline noted. 


Coraline lowered her baton and loosened his grip on the boy. “Y-you’re just a... just a kid,” 
she said, more to herself than anything. 


As Coraline’s expression softened, his expression changed as well, from outright fear to only 
mild fear. “Y-yes. Yes, I am,” he nodded quickly. “Just a boy.” 


“Hey!” Both Coraline and the boy turned their heads at the source of the voice; the other tall 

one - at this point Coraline was convinced it was also a human - who had somehow wrestled 

their way out of Neil and Wybie’s grip, and was in the middle of a run towards them. “Let go 
of him, you-!” 


Their words gave way to a yelp, as they were quite literally turned upside down, floating 
above the ground by a few inches. “Let go of me! Let go of me!” they shrieked, thrashing 
wildly in midair. Like the boy, they also spoke in a British accent. 


Lili stepped in beside them, a hand pulsing with psychic energy raised. “Looks like I caught a 
feisty one.” She grinned. Not wasting time, she grabbed the top of their massive head and 
pulled. 


Just like before, the head came clean off, and underneath was a human - a girl this time - with 
bright red hair styled into pigtails and bright blue eyes that glared, first at Lili, then shifting 
towards Coraline. “I said, get off of him,” she demanded. 


Coraline looked back and forth between the boy and the girl for a moment. “You’re both... 
just kids.” Again, more for herself than anything. 


Coraline realized the strange creatures had begun to gather all around them, twitching and 
glancing nervously among each other. She raised her baton at the boy, her grip on him 
tightening just slightly. “You better call off your little friends if you know what’s good for 
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you. 


The boy stammered for a moment, but he managed to call out, “E-everyone just do as she 
says. Things are going to be fine.” 


The unrest that buzzed around the creatures mostly subsided, but Coraline could still spot 
some that squirmed and fidgeted uncomfortably. She put down her baton and let her grip go 
slack. “You all are sentient?” she asked towards the creatures. Their reply was to nod, slowly, 
some of them adding squawks. 


“Do you usually like to hurt people?” They frantically shook their head at that question. 
There were more squawks too, louder this time. 


“No, no, no, they don’t! Not at all!” the boy added, himself looking quite frantic. “They’re 
Boxtrolls, they’re harmless! We were- we were just trying to scare you off!” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow. Boxtrolls? 


“You're trying to be a pacifist with a giant battle bot?” Lili pointed at the now dormant 
machine with a thumb. 


“W-well, you had to admit, it is scary.” The boy wore a nervous smile for a moment as he 
looked at Lili. It quickly went away when he turned his attention back at Coraline. “Listen, 
this is just- the green light around the city finally went away, which is great, but now there’s 
suddenly water everywhere, and some of the Boxtrolls saw you rowing over, and we all 
feared the worst and panicked, so we thought maybe we could scare you off! That’s all we 
were trying to do!” 


At this point, Raz, Wybie, Neil, and Mabel had also gathered, eyeing the ‘Boxtrolls’ with 
both suspicion and curiosity. Coraline raised her voice to address everyone. “Alright, 
everyone, I think we all got off on the wrong foot. In a big way,” she began. “Now, if you 
guys don’t want to hurt us, that’s good, because we also don’t want to hurt you.” 


“Then what was your reasoning for coming here?!” the girl loudly spat, still hanging upside 
down courtesy of Lili. 


“Honestly, we just got curious,” Raz replied, and technically that was the truth. 


Coraline continued. “Now, I’m going to get off of this kid, my friend is going to put that girl 
down, and we’re going to have a nice talk to clear everything up, but only if everyone 
promises to behave. Deal?” 


“No! Everyone, don’t do it!” the girl cried out, gesturing wildly. “Once you let your guard 
down, they’ll drag you kicking and screaming back to their abominable, disgusting lair! 
There, they will gut your innards and hang your intestines from the chandeliers! They will 
flay you alive and use your skin as curtains! They will pluck your tiny little ribs to use as 
toothpicks after they feast on your flesh!” 


Coraline’s jaw dropped. The others was silent, too stunned to speak. Lili moved the girl away 
from her by a few feet. 


“What the fu- no! God, no!” Coraline exclaimed. That description actually made her feel a 
little queasy. “We’re not- we won t do any of what you just said.” 


“What do you mean, you won 7?!” the girl shrieked, for some reason sounding offended. 
After a moment, she blinked, red tinting her cheeks. “I-I mean, o-of course you won’t! 
Because we will never agree to your demands!” 


“Winnie!” the boy scolded, before putting on a nervous smile at Coraline. “We’ll behave. 
Promise.” He glanced at all the Boxtrolls gathered around them. “Everyone! You'll all 
behave, right?” 


Agreeing squawks and nods were the general response from the Boxtrolls. Satisfied, Coraline 
got off of the boy and took a few steps back. She nodded at Lili, who promptly positioned the 
girl the right side up, before dropping her to the ground with slightly more force than 
necessary. The girl shot a quick glare at Lili, before immediately coming to the boy’s side as 
he settled into a sitting position. 


“You two got a name?” Coraline asked. 
The boy nodded. “Eggs.” He patted the girl’s arm. “And this is Winnie.” 
Coraline hesitated for a moment. “Eg- you know what, of course, sure.” 


She gestured for the rest of the Mystery Kids to approach. The Boxtrolls shifted, a wave of 
unease passing over them, but they seemed to be keeping their word for now. Winnie 
narrowed her eyes at the group as they formed a loose circle around the two. Eggs acted not 
as tense as Winnie, but his eyes were wide open, pupils darting back and forth anxiously. 
Coraline made sure to switch to a calm voice before she began. 


“Okay, Eggs, Winnie,” she placed a hand on her chest, “I’m Coraline, and this is Wybie, Raz, 
Lili, Mabel, and Neil.” 


Raz stepped forward with a gentle smile. “Now, take it from the top, and take your time.” 


Eggs and Winnie gave each other a look, and eventually Winnie sighed and gave him a small 
nod. Eggs took a moment to clear his throat. 


“Tt all started... maybe two, three days ago? I’m not sure, we lost track of time,” he began. 
“First, this giant, green triangle just showed up in the sky. And then there was a flash of light, 
and suddenly the town’s surrounded from all sides by some sort of... green barrier of light. 
The mayor sent a few people to check what’s on the other side, but...” Eggs casted his gaze 
down. Coraline spotted tears have begun welling up in his eyes. 


Winnie gently placed a hand on Eggs’ shoulder, and for the first time since Coraline has met 
her, her expression softened. “The barrier then disappeared just as suddenly as it came, and 
when it did... we’re not where we used to be,” she continued. “The town’s surrounded by 
water, a fog has suddenly blanketed the town... and there was no sign of the men we sent 
beyond the barrier.” 


Eggs sniffed, his breath shaking for a moment, before he quickly swallowed, his breath 
growing steady again. Winnie sighed. “Eggs’ father was among those men.” 


Coraline gave Raz a brief, worried glance. Raz replied with a tiny nod. That’s something to 
be noted. 


Eggs looked up, his eyes still glossy. “You all came from out there, right?” He nearly rose to 
his feet, but Winnie held him back. “Please, can you tell us what’s going on?” 


Coraline frowned. “That’s... going to be a little complicated.” 


“Well, you know, Jonesy, let’s at least try.” Wybie moved closer to Eggs and Winnie and 
knelt down, meeting their eye level. “Alright, first things first, do you guys understand the 
concept of time travel?” 


Eggs and Winnie looked at each other, confused. There was a low murmur among the 
Boxtrolls around them. “Time... travel?” Winnie repeated. 


Wybie sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Yeah, probably not, um...” He snapped his 
fingers a few times. “Right, let’s say that you live in the year... 100. And then you travel 
forward in time to the year 110, except it doesn’t take you ten years to get from 100 to 110. It 
only takes you, like, a few days. That’s... a kind of time travel. And that’s what we think 
happened to you and your town and everyone in it.” 


Coraline blinked. For an explanation from Wybie, that was... surprisingly brief and concise. 
She had to remember to congratulate him or something later. 


Eggs and Winnie nodded. Around them was a chorus of noise, as all the Boxtrolls nodded as 
well. “So you’re saying we... time-traveled... forward in time by ten years?” Winnie asked. 


Wybie grimaced. Coraline sighed. What she’s about to do might be stupid, but she’d always 
thought it’s better to rip the band-aid off quickly. 


“Yes, but... multiply that by twenty.” 


Eggs simply cocked his head to the side, while Winnie immediately gasped. “You’re saying 
we time-traveled forward by two hundred years?!” 


“Roughly!” Wybie hastily added. “But, yeah, that’s about right.” 


The Boxtrolls around them erupted into noise, chattering frantically with their fellow 
Boxtrolls in their strange language. The sudden noise nearly set Coraline off, if it weren’t for 
the sight of the creatures, all of them wide-eyed and panicked and lost. Both Eggs and Winnie 
went deathly pale. Coraline was glad they were sitting down, because they would definitely 
have collapsed had they been standing up. 


Eggs’ fingers clawed through his ragged hair. “Oh, Father... Father, you can’t... I can’t...” 
“Oh my god,” Winnie breathed out, “this is- the townsfolk, they... oh my god...” 


Coraline looked over at Raz, nodding her head slightly at the two. Raz’s lips thinned and he 
drew a deep breath, before he moved closer and knelt down beside Eggs and Winnie, gently 
placing a hand on each of their shoulder. 


“Hey, hey, come on, now,” he calmly spoke, “everything’s going to be just fine.” He waited 
until Eggs and Winnie met his gaze, before offering them a gentle smile. “We’ll help this 
town, and we’ll help you find your dad, Eggs. I promise.” 


“You will?” Eggs barely managed to choke out in a whisper, “Wait, w-why are you doing 
this? Who are you people exactly?” 


“We are the Mystery Kids.” The smile on Raz’s lips gained a hint of pride. “Helping out 
people who’s going through weird, supernatural stuff like this is what we do.” 


Coraline stepped in, kneeling down with them. “Can you lead us to where the rest of the 
townsfolk are? That way we can start helping out the town right away.” 


“I... yes, of course.” Winnie drew a steadying breath, rose to her feet, and shook herself off. 
“This way.” 


They all began to continue down the narrow street. Eggs and Winnie was at the front of the 
procession, an arm around each other’s shoulders as they led the way. Their Boxtroll friends 
huddled around close to them, muttering and whispering uneasily amongst themselves. The 
Mystery Kids trailed behind them at a safe distance. A bit behind them, the mech contraption 
roared to life - the noise still made Coraline flinch - and it began to slowly lumber forward to 
follow the group at the back of the procession. 


The mist around them finally went away when their earpieces crackled to life. 
“Hey!” Dipper’s voice was the first to greet them. “Lost you for a bit there.” 
“Anything happened?” Norman asked. 


“Yes!” Mabel cried, and only then Coraline realized she was on the brink of tears. 
“Something terrible happened!” 


““W-what? What happened?” Dipper asked, with genuine worry in his voice. 


Raz quickly cut in with, “Let’s just say we had a misunderstanding with the locals. Don’t 
worry though; we managed to clear things up. I think we even made some new friends.” 


“Locals?” 


“Guys, we’ll give you the full story later,” Coraline curtly said. “Right now’s not a good 
time.” 


The combined group eventually reached a wide open courtyard, ringed from all sides by 
buildings, ones that are even taller than most of the buildings they had seen in town. One of 
those buildings, standing as the tallest building out of all of them, was a massive white 
manor, so Coraline guessed they had finally reached the town’s peak. Winnie broke off from 
the group to rush towards the center of the courtyard. 


“People of Cheesebridge! Come out, come out, all of you!” she announced. ““We’ve found 
help! We’ve found people that could help us!” 


It started off slow at first. A single door opening and a single head peeking out. Then two 
doors opened, then three, then five, with the people peeking out of the doors and windows 
being triple that number. A few gathered the courage to step out, and that few quickly turned 
into many. People, and even some Boxtrolls, slowly walked out of their houses by the dozen. 
The doors of the white manor opened, and out came a regal man dressed in white, followed 
closely behind him by what was basically a crowd. By the end of it, there were easily a 
thousand people in the courtyard, maybe even more. All of them looked towards Coraline 
and her friends with apprehension, hope, curiosity, worry, and suspicion. 


Raz leaned closer to Coraline and whispered, “Probably shouldn’t have told Danny that we’ll 
be heading over there today, huh?” 


“Probably shouldn’t.” 


In the end, everyone agreed that building up a good rapport with Danny and his team could 
not be ignored, and breaking their first promise with his team wouldn’t exactly be a great 
start to their relationship. So, Raz volunteered - or, rather, ‘volunteered’ - to head over to 
Amity Park by himself to give Danny’s team a proper briefing and whatnot. That left the rest 
of the Mystery Kids having to deal with the frightened and anxious populace of 
Cheesebridge; a thousand or so people displaced through time by about two hundred years. 


Everyone was also quick to agree that that was too much to handle for a group of seven 
teenagers, so Lili suggested they call in the Psychonauts for backup. Nobody else had a better 
idea, so Coraline told Lili to do just that. About two hours later, a squad of Psychonaut agents 
arrived, spearheaded by Agent Milla. Just in time, too, because at that point news choppers 
had started showing up, and the people of Cheesebridge already had plenty of things to worry 
about without the sight of multiple flying metal contraptions circling their town. The 


Psychonauts secured the airspace, and set out to help the people of the town adjust to their 
new situation. The Mystery Kids did what they could, helping out in small ways here and 
there. 


Dipper, the stubborn little shit that he was, insisted that he rejoin the others in the town, 
apparently so he could see it for himself and be included in helping out. Which was bullshit; 
because Coraline knew he just wanted to meet the Boxtroll creatures after they gave him the 
full story of what happened while they lost their connection. He even tried to convince 
everyone that his leg was fine now, which Coraline knew was also bullshit. However, Dipper 
eventually wore her down. It took nearly an hour to do it, but eventually both Dipper and 
Norman rejoined the rest in the courtyard. 


Of course, before he could do any investigative something or other with the Boxtrolls, first he 
had to console a mourning Mabel. 


“It’s my fault!” Mabel sobbed. Lying on the ground before her was the shattered remains of 
her grappling hook. The tool absolutely did not hold up at all under the mech’s foot. “This is 
all my fault!” 


“Hey, don’t blame yourself like that. It wouldn’t want us to do that.” Dipper gently stroked 
Mabel’s back. He genuinely looked kinda sad, which Coraline did not expect at all. “It did 
good, Mabel. It did good.” 


Eggs stood to the side nearby, looking all kinds of awkward. “Er, sorry about that. I, uh... 
didn’t know that you meant us no harm back then.” 


Mabel sighed, wiping off tears from her cheeks. “It’s fine. I guess.” Her voice was still 
hoarse, like she’s about to cry again. “You were just protecting yourself. Like... I mean, it’s 
just a grappling hook. I shouldn’t... shouldn’t...” She didn’t finish. She simply put a on a sad 
pout. 


Eggs cocked his head, before inching forward and kneeling down beside Mabel. He prodded 
the grappling hook’s remains with a finger. “You know... this doesn’t look too complicated.” 
He gave Mabel a nervous, yet eager look. “I might be able to make a new one. If you want, 
that is.” 


Mabel blinked. “You... you’d do that?” 


“Of course!” Eggs smiled. “It’s the least that I can do. You and your friends are already doing 
so much to help this town, so this is really-” 


He didn’t get a chance to finish as Mabel enveloped him in a hug. “Yes! Oh my god, yes, 
thank you, thank you so much!” she cheered with a grin. “You smell like you need a bath real 
bad, so I’m gonna stop hugging you now, but thank you!” 


After that, Dipper was pretty much free to investigate the Boxtrolls for as long as he wanted. 
He didn’t even try to pretend to ‘help out’ like he promised, so much for that. Still, Coraline 
had to admit the Boxtrolls really were incredibly interesting creatures. Apparently, they 
possess a brain structure and give off a signature that Lili, Milla, and the rest of the 


Psychonaut agents had never seen before. There’s also the fact that they’re basically a race of 
engineering savants. The mech that they used to ‘threaten’ the Mystery Kids was an example 
of their handiwork, among many other things. Wybie was especially impressed by their 
creations. In fact, while they all went back and forth helping wherever they could, he’d 
always find an opportunity to sneak out and drool over one of the Boxtrolls’ inventions. 


Like what’s happening now, for instance. 


Coraline spotted him and Eggs chatting away near the now dormant mech, so she walked 
over to them to give them a talking to. 


“So, how’d you get the axles strong enough to support the weight? This thing must be, like, a 
ton and a half.” 


“It’s really a matter of weight distribution. For example, we had to put some of the gears 
outside the frame so it wouldn’t topple over.” 


“Wouldn’t that expose it?” 


“It does, so we covered it up using lightweight sheets of metal. See those weird bumps along 
the frame?” 


“Oh, yeah, now I see it. That’s a neat little trick. I’m guessing that exhaust is made from 
titanium?” 


“It’s actually made from an alloy of titanium and-” 
“Ho there, nerds!” Coraline called out. “Slacking off already, huh?” 


Wybie and Eggs turned to look at her. Eggs looked weirdly chastised, while Wybie just rolled 
his eyes. “Oh, come on, Jonesy. We’re just taking a little break.” A grin broke out on his 
features. “‘Sides, this shit is legit cool. You should come over and listen in!” 


“Ah, yeah, no thanks.” Coraline supported the hell out of Wybie and his interest in 
engineering, but there are still limits of what she would subject herself to. “Come on, you 
two. Geek out on your time. We’ve got stuff to do.” 


“She’s right, Eggs.” Coraline looked to her left, where Winnie now stood with her arms 
crossed. She aimed a smile of mischief at Eggs. “Unless... you want me to stuff your boxes 
with cow fat and chicken feathers again?” 


“Winnie! You promised to never do that again!” Eggs scowled. 


Now that’s a story worth telling. Coraline realized the redhead had piqued her interest. “You 
are so weird,” she said, before a smile broke out a moment later. “I kinda like it.” 


Winnie returned the smile. “You are quite the strange girl yourself, Coraline Jones.” 


“You throw a damn good punch, too. Have I told you that?” 


“No, but I appreciate it nonetheless.” 

“Mind if I return the favor someday?” 

“If you can.” 

“You’re gonna be like that, huh? Oh, you are asking for it.” 


“And, just a second ago, you were telling us off for ‘chatting’.”” Wybie cut in, wearing a 
cheeky smile. “Hypocrite, much?” 


“We’re not chatting, we’re... bantering.” Coraline gestured to herself and Winnie. “This is 
lighthearted banter. You were in the middle of a full blown discussion.” 


Wybie rolled his eyes again. “Well, guess that’s our break over, Eggs.” He nudged Eggs with 
an elbow. “Come on; let’s head back to your folks. I can offer them advice for the modern 
era!” 


Coraline cringed. “Ooh, now I’m having second thoughts.” 
Winnie laughed. Eggs stuck out his tongue. Wybie gave Coraline the finger. 


From somewhere in the distance, Coraline heard Lili groan, “Oh my god, there’s four of 
them.” 


Speaking of Eggs and Winnie, Coraline was genuinely surprised by how... well-adjusted 
they were, given the circumstances. They too traveled forward in time by two centuries, with 
Eggs’ father going missing in the process no less, but they still seemed ready to help the 
townsfolk adjust themselves to their new situation, eager even. Either they didn’t really care 
all that much about how they were personally affected by it, or they chose to push all of it 
down for the moment for the good of others. Coraline guessed it must be the latter. They 
weren’t put off by weirdness in general, reacting to the more outlandish tech of the present 
with glee and curiosity. All of that gave Coraline an idea. 


So, as the day neared its end and the Mystery Kids would soon need to go back home, 
Coraline gathered the team and shared her idea. 


Lili stared at her incredulously. “Seriously?” 


“Hey, why not?” Coraline shrugged. “You saw how well they handled all this weird stuff. 
Better than that Wirt guy.” She leaned forward. “So? Who’s with me?” 


“Me!” Wybie quickly exclaimed, which wasn’t surprising. He’d been wearing a grin this 
entire time. “I’m down for it.” 


“Me too!” Mabel said with a smile. “They’re super cool and nice.” 
“Me three!” Neil added. 


“That’s going to be very interesting,” Dipper mused. “I... I’m agreeing with this idea.” 


“Well...” Norman rubbed his hands together, “I guess... if they accept the offer, then... 
sure.” 


Coraline turned to look at Lili. Lili met Coraline’s gaze with an even stare. “Raz isn’t here.” 
“And you think Raz won’t be okay with this idea?” 
There was a beat of silence, and Lili sighed. “Fine. I’m in. Let’s bring them over here.” 


Wybie was the one to do the task, and in under five minutes, he returned with both Eggs and 
Winnie in tow. Together, they all formed a loose circle under the shade of a building in the 
courtyard. 


“You, uh, called for us?” Eggs asked, his eyes nervously shifting between them all. 


“We did,” Coraline replied. She glanced over at Norman. It’s now or never. “We have... an 
offer for you two.” 


With Raz not around, Norman had to take over as the speaker of the group, so he began. 
“See, this crazy supernatural stuff that happened to you... you’re not the only ones. The 
whole world is going through it, and people are kinda panicking all over. A lot like the people 
in this town, actually. We, uh, the Mystery Kids, we tasked ourselves with helping people get 
through it, but... well, there are still only eight of us.” 


Norman cleared his throat before finishing with, “So, what we’re asking is, would you two 
like to join us?” 


Eggs and Winnie looked around at all of them, then at each other, eyes wide in surprise. 


“If you do decide to join us, it’d be a lot easier to organize help for Cheesebridge,” Dipper 
added. “Just putting that out there.” 


“Tf... if this is to help people, then I’d be glad to help!” Eggs smiled eagerly, and the Mystery 
Kids all let out a collective breath of relief. 


Winnie raised a finger. “First, one question.” Coraline tensed, and she could tell the rest of 
her team did so as well. “The supernatural happenings that we could encounter. Could they 
be something along the lines of, say, rivers of blood?” 


There was a beat of silence from the others, but Coraline, unfazed, was quick to answer. 
“Judging from our luck? More likely than you’d think.” 


Winnie grinned. “Then count me in.” 
Coraline almost laughed. That was stupidly easy. 


“Well then. Welcome to the Mystery Kids.” 
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Doubts of a Poet 


“In other news, reports continue to file in regarding the supernatural incident that occurred 
in Stuttgart, Germany earlier this week. Officials have identified the winged creatures that 
appeared in downtown Stuttgart as gargoyles, once-thought mythical creatures from 
European folklore. However, no further information has surfaced regarding the group of 
teenagers that were seen on-site battling the gargoyles. These teenagers, who appear to be 
aged thirteen to fifteen, managed to subdue and capture the winged creatures, leaving the 
scene before authorities could question them further. Our sources believe these to be the same 
group of teenagers who assisted known superhero Danny Phantom in a supernatural incident 
that occurred two weeks ago in Amity Park. Officials worldwide have advised anyone that 
has any information regarding this group to come forward and-” 


“... can be kinda scary, right, Wirt? Wirt?” 
Wirt blinked. ““Wha-? Huh?” 


Wirt was so fixed with the news video on Jason’s phone that he somehow didn’t notice that 
Sara had gotten so close to his face and had just asked him a question. “Yeah, I’m just saying, 
the world right now can be kinda scary, right?” she repeated. 


“I... I, um, uh,” Wirt stammered. His mind was reeling. He was not at all in a state to be 
answering questions. “Uh, yes, sure,” he eventually replied. 


Sara settled back into her seat with a huff. “It’s weird. The Disasteroid was only, like, just a 
few months ago. But everyone is, like, they’re forcing themselves to pretend like things are 
fine and normal. And then something like this pops up and, like, it reminds everyone that 
things are... not. The world’s changed. The world’s all different.” 


“Sara, I don’t think Wirt got any of what you just said,” Jason remarked with a grin. He 
paused the news video and put his phone back in his pocket. “Just look at his face.” 


“Uh...” was all that Wirt could muster. What did his face look like? Did it look bad? It came 
from Jason, so he took it with a grain of salt, but still. 


Sara leaned forward with her brows furrowed, and suddenly her face was so close to his 
again. “Huh. Are you okay, Wirt?” 


“Yeah, no, it’s just, ’m-” Wirt shifted in his seat. He had no idea why, but the chair in this 
classroom suddenly felt incredibly uncomfortable. “Just... those kids. Pm... having thoughts 
about them.” 


“Ah, yeah, those kids.” Sara nodded with a humorless smile. “Again, crazy, but you gotta 
wonder what they’re thinking, right? I mean, I get sneaking into some spooky mansion if 
you’re interested in that stuff, but this goes beyond teenage delinquency!” 


“Yeah...” Wirt nodded along. He only caught about half of that. His mind was still buzzing. 
“They’re crazy.” 


Sara frowned, deep in thought for a moment. “Though... I guess they look like they know 
what they’re doing? Like, they seem capable?” She casted a questioning look to both Wirt 
and Jason. “From what we saw in the news footage, they work together really well and, 
especially in times like these, I feel like that’s important. Teamwork and togetherness and 
stuff. Because, you know... strands break alone on their own, but twisted together they 
become a tough braid... or something.” 


“That was... almost deep, Sara.” Jason grinned. 


“Yep.” Sara giggled, shrugging. “Full disclosure; got that from a song. Totally butchered it, 
though.” 


Jason narrowed his eyes at Wirt, not that Wirt noticed. “I don’t think Wirt got any of that, 
either.” 


That got Sara to leave her seat and stand in front of Wirt, leaning in with a frown. “Okay, 
seriously, Wirt, are you okay? Do you need to go to the infirmary?” she asked. 


Wirt quickly responded with, “I’m fine, I’m fine! I’m just...” He drew a deep breath. His 
mind had finally begun to settle. Coherent thoughts began to form. A decision was quickly 
made. 


“I need to remember to do something once I get home.” 


Wirt spent the walk home in a blurry haze. Muscle memory was the only thing that kept him 
putting one foot in front of the other. His mind was elsewhere, focused on the kids he saw in 
the news video. 


He recognized them. He’d met them. He Anew them. 


The Mystery Kids. 


His mind replayed the footage he saw in the video. Raz expelling some sort of energy from 
his hand to bring down a gargoyle. Mabel and Neil struggling to keep a gargoyle grounded 
with a net. Coraline pinned to the ground by a gargoyle, before she wrestled out of it and 
blasted the creature away. Dipper chanting in some unknown language and unleashing some 
sort of massive concussive blast. 


They expected him to join that? They expected Greg to join that?! 


He started to put one foot in front of the other a little faster. He was sprinting by the time he 
reached his house’s front yard. 


Crossing the yard took only a second. Rushing up the stairs of the front porch took half of 
that. He already had a hand on the door handle when he stopped. There was a pigeon perched 
nearby. It looked emaciated, had bald spots in its feathers, and was covered in scars. It’s 
wreathed in an unearthly, green glow. 


Wirt slammed the door open with more force than he’d intended. He barely registered Greg 
greeting him as he ran past him. Barging into his bedroom, he honed in on his mess of a desk, 
with one particular item in mind. In the rush, he ended up dumping half of the desk’s contents 
onto the floor, not that he cared at the moment. He nearly gasped when he spotted it, picking 
the item up with both hands and holding it up. 


It was the piece of paper that the Mystery Kids gave him, with a number to call once he’d 
reached a decision. 


Wirt stared at it. He hesitated. He gulped. He shut his eyes tight, and with a single move, he 
ripped the paper in half. 


That didn’t feel enough, so he bundled up the remnants and ripped that in half. And then he 
ripped that in half. And then he did that again, and again, and again, until he couldn’t 
anymore, and all that’s left was tiny clumps of paper clamped around his clammy fingers. 


Wirt hurried out of his room, spotting Greg out of the corner of his eye, watching him from 
the end of the hallway. He paid that no mind for the moment, and with his fist still closed 
around the remnants of the paper, he made his way to the kitchen. He crossed the kitchen in a 
heartbeat to reach the trash can, faltered for a moment, and then shoved the paper remnants 
into the trash. He stepped back, realized that he held his breath ever since he found the paper, 
and breathed. 


He expected he’d feel relieved. He was scared he’d feel regret. In the end, he felt both, and it 
felt worse than he could imagine. 


How could something feel so great and so terrible at the same time? 


“Wirt?” 


Wirt blinked. Greg stood at the kitchen’s doorway, watching him with wide eyes, his head 
slightly cocked to the side. 


“What was that all about?” he asked. Wirt would have heard the nervousness in Greg’s voice 
if his heart hadn’t been thundering in his chest. 


“It’s nothing, Greg. Nothing you should be worried about,” Wirt replied. A small part of him 
told him to face Greg and force a smile, but he didn’t do it. “Not anymore.” 


Wirt walked past Greg, and he didn’t notice how Greg reached out to hold Wirt’s hand. He 
made his way back to his room, slowly, a complete opposite of his demeanor from earlier, 
closing the door and locking it. He leaned back against the closed door, realizing after a 
moment that he’s still wearing his backpack. With a grunt, he took it off and tossed it aside. 
He hobbled over to his bed and practically collapsed on top of it. 


He felt drained. His hands were cold, almost numb. His mind was blank. He nearly dozed off 
right then and there, before he shook it off with a start. With a sigh, he forced himself to sit 
up. Mom won’t be happy if he slept past dinner. In his tired state, he found himself staring 
out the bedroom window. 


A pigeon came to perch upon it. Scrawny, bald spots all over, covered in scars, and wreathed 
in an unearthly, green glow. 


Dinner came and went same as usual. Tonight’s dish was grilled chicken with a side of rice 
topped with gravy, which was absolutely delicious. After that was family time, which was 
mostly just watching TV for a couple of hours, but it was still pretty fun. After that was 
bedtime, when everyone went back to their respective rooms to have a good night’s sleep. 


Greg made sure everyone was asleep before he sneaked out of his room. 


He had no idea how long he stayed out, but by the time he sneaked back into his room, he 
was pretty sure it’s well past his bedtime. 


Greg yawned, stumbling slightly as he struggled to stay awake. He was not at all used to 
staying up this late, but it was still worth it, clutching a white plastic bag close to his chest. 
He took a peek of its contents, a sleepy smile of relief appearing on his face as he did so. 
Inside was the tattered remains of the piece paper Wirt threw in the trash; a piece of paper 
that Greg knew had a very important number to call on it. Digging through the trash was kind 
of gross, and also took a long time, but he managed to gather up enough so that the phone 
number was at least recognizable. 


Greg yawned again, longer and deeper this time. He huffed and frowned. He was hoping he 
could get started on trying to restore the paper back to what it was tonight, but finding the 
darn things took a lot more time and energy than he thought. There’s no way he could make 
any progress while running on fumes. 


Grumbling under his breath, Greg tied off the plastic bag and tucked it safely under his bed. 
Away from prying eyes, away from his friends in case they visit, away from his parents if 
they come to clean his room... 


Away from Wirt. 
“See you in the morning,” he whispered. 


Greg hopped onto his bed, and was fast asleep within seconds. 
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Secret 


Raz loved the thrill of the hunt. There’s really nothing else in the world quite like it. 
However, with almost four years of experience as an active Psychonaut agent under his belt, 
he’d really come to appreciate the quiet moments as well. Those moments where you could 
just sit back on a cushy couch, tune in to whatever’s on TV, and cuddle up with the best 
girlfriend in the whole wide world. 


This, right here and now, was one such moment. More or less. 


Yes, he’s currently sitting back on a somewhat cushy couch, tuning in to a rerun of some 
melodramatic soap opera, and kind of cuddling it up with Lili, but usually there was no 
Dipper, or Wybie, or Coraline anywhere around the two. Still, he’ll take what he could get. 
After all, it wasn’t like he owns the Shack. Just like the others, he’s only staying here until the 
end of the summer. 


Until the end of summer... 
His heart ached at the thought. 


He shifted his attention from the television to his three friends. Precious, treasured friends. 
Dipper and Wybie sat against the foot of the couch with a laptop open on Wybie’s lap, 
looking up new gear that could be useful for their hunts. Coraline sat on a chair nearby, also 
watching the TV like Raz, but mostly she’s just doing her best to stay awake. Both she and 
Wybie stumbled out of their room this morning looking pretty sleep-deprived for some 
reason. Downing an ungodly amount of coffee granted them a good few hours of 
wakefulness, but Raz was pretty sure that’s all gone by now. Coraline seemed to be dealing 
with it by trying to stay awake through sheer force of will, while Wybie chose the easy route 
and pumped himself with a few cans of energy drinks. He’s visibly a little jittery now, but it 
definitely worked. 


Lili shifted next to him, derailing Raz’s train of thoughts. “You wanna get up?” he asked, 
looking over to her. 


“Just getting comfortable,” Lili mumbled. She settled into a position that lets her lean back 
against Raz more, and Raz felt her exhaling, a small satisfied smile appearing on her lips. He 
found himself mesmerized, a smile breaking out on his features as well. 


“Yo, Dipper, check this out!” Raz heard Wybie say, probably a lot louder than he’d intended. 
“Look at this thing!” 


There was a beat of silence, before Dipper said, “Huh. That’s... interesting.” 
“Just interesting? Come on, look at all these features! And the price!” 

“Yeah, they’re great. Too great.” Dipper hummed. “They kinda look fake, Wybie.” 
“What? No! Come on!” 


Raz’s curiosity got the better of him, and he found himself tearing his gaze away from lovely 
Lili to look over at the laptop screen on Wybie’s lap. It showed a store page selling an 
‘ultrasonic ectoplasmid echo detector’, whatever that was. He skimmed through most of the 
details of the item displayed, but one particular detail stuck out like a red flag to him. One 
detail that put a scowl on his face. 


“We are not buying that,” Raz firmly stated. 

“Thank you, Raz.” 

“Oh, Raz, come on! This could be-!” 

“No,” Raz cut in. “I’m not asking here, I’m forbidding. We are not buying it.” 


Both Wybie and Dipper looked pretty surprised by Raz’s reaction. “That’s... strong.” Dipper 
raised an eyebrow. “Why not?” 


Raz pointed at the laptop screen. “See the manufacturer?” 
Wybie turned his gaze at the screen and leaned closer. “StrexCorp? What about ‘em?” 


“They’re bad news. Gets involved in lots of shady stuff,” Raz explained. “Everyone’s better 
off not associating with them in any way.” 


“Trust him on this,” Lili suddenly chimed in, Raz blinking in surprise. “If you don’t trust 
him, then trust me.” 


Dipper and Wybie gave each other a look, before shrugging. “I mean, we weren’t really 
gonna buy anything anyway, so...” Wybie trailed off, scratching his head. 


Lili shot Raz a quick smirk, which he replied with a good-hearted roll of his eyes. 
Meanwhile, Wybie had closed his laptop, scrambling up to his feet. 


“Well, that’s about time. Gonna do a regular checkup of our gear now.” He glanced back at 
the others. “Wanna come with? I could use a hand or two.” 


Dipper stroked his chin for a moment. “I promised Mabel Ill help her with a thing soon,” he 
said, before shrugging, “but until then, sure.” 


“Hey, count me in!” Raz stretched out his legs, before hopping off of the couch. “I think I 
filled my lounging quota for the day.” 


“W-wait, you’re leaving?” Lili asked. There was a nervous edge in her voice that piqued 
Raz’s interest. 


For now, Raz pretended to remain oblivious. “You can still chill here if you want, Lil. I won’t 
mind.” He did his best to put on an innocent smile. So far, it looked like it’s working. 


“Uh...” Lili’s eyes darted, for only a split second, towards Coraline, who Raz realized was 
still so busy trying to stay awake that she had not noticed anything that’s been happening 
around her. “PII-I’ll join you guys, sure.” Lili stood up from the couch, fidgeting in place. 
Raz did not miss that at all. 


“Oh. Right. Okay.” Wybie looked at the three with wide eyes. “Didn’t expect so many of you 
wanna help out, but... yeah! This is good, it’s great! Let’s go.” 


Wybie led the way out of the room, followed closely behind by Dipper, with Raz and Lili 
trailing a bit farther behind him. The group was halfway down the hallway when Raz grabbed 
Lili’s shoulder and stopped, Lili stopping with him. 


“Oh my god, guys, I just remembered!” Raz called out to Wybie and Dipper, who paused to 
turn and look. “Lili and I were supposed to send in our reports! You guys go on ahead, we 
gotta do this first.” 


Wybie cocked his head. “Uh, sure? Ill, um, see ya.” 


“Don’t wait up!” Raz called out one last time as Wybie and Dipper continued down the 
hallway. 


“Reports?” Lili stepped in front of him and gave him a questioning look. “Raz, we already 
did that, what are you-” 


Raz cut her off, not with words, but by dragging her by the shoulder into a room to the side 
and closing the door behind him. Lili first wore a look of confusion, then her eyebrows 
furrowed into a look of annoyance, her mouth opening to voice her thoughts. Raz made sure 
he was quicker on that front. 


“Alright, what’s going on between you and Coraline?” 
Lili’s words died in her throat, her mouth still hanging open. 
Raz quirked an eyebrow. “What, think I wouldn’t notice?” 


Lili’s mouth closed, though her eyes still wore a look of wide-eyed surprise. Raz expected a 
response from her, maybe a sharp retort, but none came after a few moments, so Raz pressed 
forward. 


“Lili, you’ve barely talked to Coraline for weeks. The only times you do are when we’re out 
on missions, and even then you keep that to a minimum. Everytime it looks like you’re gonna 
be alone in a room with her, you’d rather leave. Just like earlier.” 


Lili still remained silent. She stared at the floor, her hands balled up into fists. Raz sighed, 
before he pressed on again, though this time with a gentler tone. 


“Listen, it’s always been rough between you and Coraline, I know, but I thought you two 
have gotten better in these past couple months. Like, I thought you actually kinda like each 
other now. So, if there’s anything going on between you two, then let me help. Or, at least, let 
me know what’s happening. As your boyfriend and friend, I respect your privacy, but as a 
captain, if this could cause trouble for-” 


“TkissedCoraline.” 
“the team, then I- I- I... what?” 


Lili had spoken that in such a low voice that at first Raz thought he was just hearing things. 
But he wasn’t. Lili said that. Lili had definitely said that. At the same time, though, his mind 
couldn’t quite comprehend that fact. 


“You... you kissed...” 


** .. Coraline.” 
“Like... on the-” 
“Lips.” 


Raz heard himself let out some sort of high-pitched noise. He guessed it was supposed to 
mean acknowledgement of what Lili said, but in his current state of mind, he wasn’t sure of 
anything. He dragged Lili into this room expecting a lot of things; yelling, bickering, glaring, 
and things of that nature. However, he absolutely did not see this coming. 


Raz blinked, the gears in his mind finally starting to turn again. He blinked one more time, 
his mind somewhat functional again, and he was nearly startled when he noticed the state that 
Lili was in. It was as if with every word that she said, she shrunk more and more into herself. 
Raz had never seen Lili in such a state. It was almost as surprising as the news that Lili and 
Coraline apparently had kissed. Almost. 


Speaking of which. 


“Okay. Okay. Think my mind’s back on properly now,” Raz began. Next, to address 
something important. “First of all... why?” 


The ‘why’ part was really the thing that boggled him most about the news. Because, as far as 
Raz was aware of, they were barely even getting along. 


Lili breathed out a long sigh, timidly looked up, then she began, slowly, “You know... how I 
told you that I might be starting to... like girls? I-In that way?” 


“Yeah?” Raz nodded. 
Lili threw her gaze to the side in a grimace. “Well...” 


All of a sudden, Raz really regretted choosing to have this conversation standing up, because 
his knees damn near collapsed when he realized what Lili meant. 


“That-! You-! Because of Coraline?!” 


Lili slowly nodded. She wrapped her arms around herself, going back to staring at the 
ground. 


Raz brought up a hand to rub his forehead. This conversation had been a whirlwind of 
emotions, and not in the way that Raz was expecting. 


What did it for Lili, Raz found himself wondering. What aspect of Coraline made Lili be 
attracted to her? Was it purely physical? Coraline’s definitely in peak physical condition. 
She’s got muscles all over, but she wasn’t ripped or jacked; her muscles were lean, and she 
knew how to make them count. Maybe it’s her personality? Coraline might come across as 
abrasive at first, but if one were to know her a little better, one would quickly realize that that 
was a manifestation of her fearlessness, and of her bold approach to life. Beneath that was 
loyalty and kindness, even if she’s not the best at expressing it. Or, it could be a combination 
of the two; both physical and personality. A mental image came to Raz, of Coraline, muscled 
like some kind of Amazonian princess, a confident - almost cocky - smile adorning her lips, 
her eyes burning with determination... who wouldnt swoon over that? 


Raz’s train of thought ended when he realized his cheeks were getting warmer. 
“Well. I mean. I guess I can see where you’re coming from.” 


Raz froze when he heard a sniffle. Lost in his thoughts, Raz absolutely had not noticed that 
Lili, while still hugging herself, was shaking where she stood. Though she hid her face, Raz 
could still see water trailing down to her chin and dropping to the floor. His blood went cold 
when he realized that Lili was crying. 


“Hey, hey, no, don’t cry, Lili.” Raz approached her, gently placing comforting hands on her 
shoulders. “C’mon, it’s alright, no need to cry. Why are you even crying?” 


Lili sucked in a breath, looking up, letting Raz see her tear-soaked eyes. “B-Because-! I k- 
kissed Coraline!” she choked out. “I’m your girlfriend, and I kissed her!” 


The sight of Lili with tears streaming down her cheeks was heartbreaking. “Lili...” 


“T’m horrible!” Lili cried. “Just-! Just yell at me! Be mad!” She averted her gaze, shrinking 
away from Raz. “I... I deserve it.” 


With both of his hands still on her shoulders, Raz pulled her closer and drew her into a gentle 
hug. Lili gasped, her whole body tensing up for a moment, before she relaxed in his embrace. 


“Don’t say stuff like that,” Raz whispered into her ear. “I’m not mad at you.” 


There was a beat of silence, before Lili replied, “You should be. You have every right to.” 
“Maybe, maybe not.” Raz held her just a tad tighter. “I’m still not mad.” 
“Why?!” Lili raised her head so that they were staring eye to eye. “Why aren’t you mad?!” 


Raz brought a hand up to wipe away a tear that stained Lili’s cheek. “PI tell you,” he said. 
“But first, you gotta stop crying, okay?” 


After a moment of thought, Lili slowly nodded. Raz held her until she eventually stopped 
shaking, then he held her a few moments longer just to be sure. Lili took a step back, rubbing 
her eyes and wiping away the last remnants of her tears. She gave Raz an expectant look. 


Raz rubbed the back of his neck, somewhat sheepishly. “Well, you know that one time HQ 
brought in those consultants? And I kinda started crushing on one of them?” 


Lili gave that a thought. “You mean... Miss Dinkley?” she guessed. 


“Yeah, her!” Raz nodded. “I told you about it, and you were okay with it! So, it’d be real 
hypocritical of me if J get mad at you.” 


Lili sighed. “Raz, this isn’t- it’s not like you kissed her or anything!” Her eyes then narrowed 
at him ever so slightly. “Right?” 


“No, ‘course not!” Raz shook his head. He’d better keep this from going off the rails. “Listen, 
the point I’m trying to make here is, this relationship between us, between you and me... I 
always felt that it’s been kind of... open.” 


Lili blinked, not saying a word. However, Raz had known Lili long enough to recognize that 
it was the kind of silence that meant she was listening, so Raz continued. “I don’t know if 
you feel the same, or if that’s what you even wanted, but that... we could become that. If you 
want.” 


Lili looked... stunned. But, even with only a shallow probe, Raz felt her relief. He even 
faintly felt something almost like joy in her. However, at the same time, this was a big 
decision, and Raz understood that completely. 


“It doesn’t have to be right here and now,” Raz clarified. He made sure to wear a smile. “I 
just want you to know, the option is there if you want to take it.” 


For a long time, Lili didn’t say anything. Her thoughts kept her busy, Raz could tell, but he 
did not dare go any deeper than that. So, she stood there, thinking, mulling, deciding, until 
eventually, she drew a deep breath, and spoke, “Okay.” 


“As in...?” 
“As in... Pl think about it.” 


That was a completely valid answer. She could take all the time in the world to make a 
decision, and he would still wait for her, as long as she’s happy. Already, Lili’s smiling again, 


like a weight had been lifted off of her, and just that was enough to make him happy. 


Raz leaned back, letting out a puff of air. “Man, I, uh... definitely wasn’t expecting this when 
I dragged you in here.” He chuckled. 


Lili chuckled too, but hers was shorter, more subdued. The two settled into a comfortable 
silence, letting each other process the conversation they just had. 


The silence was broken when Lili’s eyes lit up, and she asked, ““Wasn’t Miss Dinkley... like, 
in her fifties?” 


“Hey, you know what I’m not doing right now? Judging you.” 


“Dipper!” 


Mabel slammed the door open, and by some miracle, Wybie managed to keep the metal 
harness standing upright on the table. Dipper had yelped, and was now staring at her sister in 
surprise. 


“Mabel? What was-?” 


“You promised me you’re gonna help me out!” Mabel exclaimed. She crossed her arms and 
pouted, for good measure. 


Wybie shot him a questioning look, while Dipper stared at his watch, his eyes widening. “Oh. 
Oh! Huh. Must have lost track of time.” 


Dipper offered Wybie a sheepish smile. “Sorry about this, dude. I gotta run,” he said. 
“Eh, no problem,” Wybie shrugged. 


Mabel immediately pounced upon Dipper, already dragging him out of the room by the arm. 
“Come on, come on, come on!” 


“Hey, whatcha guys doing anyway?” Wybie called out just as the twins reached the doorway. 
“Making invitations!” Dipper called back. 
“Yep!” Mabel added. 


“For our thirteenth birthday!” 


Chapter End Notes 


Summer’s end is approaching. You all know what that means. 


Anyway, I hope that tacked on, completely out of nowhere ending didn’t take away too 
much from the main point of the chapter, which is the continuation of Lili smooching 
Coraline. A tough one to crack, this one, mainly because of just how complex the 
problem was. I went through a bunch of outcomes before I eventually settled on this one 
as the most likely outcome. Not necessarily the best outcome that could happen, nor the 
worst, but the most believable, I think. Although, I guess you could say the situation was 
never really resolved, but I think that’s just the point. Resolving something as complex 
as that would take time, and effort, and a whole lot of back and forth between everyone 
involved. 


Besides, something’s gonna take their minds off of this particular problem pretty soon. 


And yes, that was THE StrexCorp, and yes, that really was Velma. 


Musician Incomparable 


Chapter Summary 


The Mystery Kids encounter a mysterious musician. 
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Musician Incomparable 


“What do you mean, we’re not going back to Cheesebridge?!” 

Yep. Raz had a feeling Dipper’s reaction would be the fastest and the loudest. He wasn’t 
there to see what Dipper’s first meeting with the Boxtrolls was like, but judging from what he 
heard, this kind of outburst wasn’t surprising. 


Raz put up his hands defensively. “Look, I’m not finished. Calm down, dude.” 


Mabel tugged the back of Dipper’s shirt, and when he whipped his head around to look, she 
offered him a smile and a raised eyebrow. Dipper huffed, sitting down and settling back into 
his seat next to her. Of course, he crossed his arms and stared at Raz with a frown, just to 
make it clear to Raz that he was still upset. Raz successfully resisted the urge to roll his eyes. 


Next, he turned his attention to the rest of the Mystery Kids, all seated and staring at him 
expectantly. “Right. Like I said, we’re not going back to Cheesebridge, because we got some 
new intel from Psychonauts HQ literally a minute ago.” He casted a very brief glance 
towards Dipper, who seemed to notice it anyway, judging by how he visibly exhaled and 
averted his gaze. 


“What’s this new intel that got us changing our course mid-flight?” Coraline asked, leaning 
forward in her seat. 


If one were to squint, one could spot black swelling just to the right Coraline’s eye. Raz 
didn’t have a chance spend a lot of time with that Winnie girl, but she really must be 
something to give Coraline that nasty bruise. “So, remember that massive surge of unknown 
energy that happened while Cheesebridge got tossed through time and space? Apparently that 
wasn’t the first time we’ve detected this kind of energy.” 


Everyone immediately shifted in their seat, leaning forward in one way or another. Even 
Dipper seemed fully invested now. 


“Earlier this week, HQ picked up the same energy signature, but in a much, much smaller 
scale. It was so small, and nobody knew what it was, so they didn’t assign us to it. But, now 
that we know that that energy signature meant that some sort of temporal shenanigans has 
been going on, HQ thought we should go check it out.” 


Wybie cocked his head. “So that means something or someone got chucked to our time ever 
since... when did this happen?” 


“Wednesday, local time. About four days ago.” Raz took out and unlocked his phone. “P1 
forward the files to you guys. All the details are on there.” 


The Mystery Kids all took out their phones from their pockets, and the next minute or so was 
spent in silence, filled only with the sound of fingers tapping on screens. As usual, Dipper 
was the first to finish, him signifying it with a sigh. 


“Okay, I guess this is pretty important too,” he conceded. 


Raz gave Dipper a smile, trying to appear as friendly as possible. “If we manage to wrap this 
up early, we can swing by Cheesebridge on the way back. Sound good?” 


“Come on, Dipper!” Mabel clasped her brother’s shoulder, grinning. “Look on the bright 
side! You’ve always wanted to go to Japan! I mean, it’s for work, but still!” 


That managed to draw a smile from Dipper, so Raz, satisfied, was able to return to his seat 
next to Lili with a smile himself. Plopping down onto his seat, he looked over at Lili, who 
seemed to be still busy studying the files. 


After a moment to consider, Raz asked her, “You’ve been to Japan before, right?” 


“Huh? Oh, yeah, I have.” Lili looked up for only a glance, her attention still fixed on her 
phone. “Dad already took me to Italy so many times, so he thought it’d be good for me to 
connect with the other half of my heritage.” 


Raz rested his chin on his hand and leaned closer. “What’s it like there?” 


“Um, it’s pretty nice, I guess. But, I mean, I’ve only been there for a few days, so.” Lili 
shrugged. 


“So... guess you’re gonna be our landscape and terrain expert for this one, huh?” Raz 
suggested with a smirk. 


“Eh, don’t count on it.” Lili finally finished studying the files, placing her phone on her lap. 
“Like I said, I was only there for a few days. Plus, the part of Japan where I went to is mostly 
Osaka, which is nowhere near the part of Japan that we’re going to.” 


“Well, maybe someday we can go to the part of Japan that you went to. Then you can show 
me around! See all the cool hotspots.” 


Lili giggled, though Raz noticed it sounded... hollow. “It’s a date.” 


There’s something behind that. Raz kept up a smile, but he still noticed that there’s something 
deeper behind that hollow laugh. Unfortunately, he also realized that this wasn’t exactly the 
best time to get Lili to unload her emotional baggage, so with a heavy heart, he decided to put 
that in the backburner for now. 


“So, what do you think got time-traveled here?” Raz asked instead. Something to distract 
both him and Lili. 


Lili hummed, mulling over the question for a moment. “Best case scenario? Just some 
random schmuck who’s unlucky enough to stumble into it. Probably scared to hell right 
now.” She then sighed. “Worst case scenario...” 


“Some kind of nasty beastie,” Raz finished. 
“Yep. That.” 
Raz looked at her with a glint of mischief. “Which one do you prefer?” 


Lili smirked. “I wouldn’t mind having an ass or two to kick today.” She twirled her fingers, 
psychic energy dancing between her fingertips. 


Raz grinned. “And that’s why I love you.” 


The jet touched down on a clearing in the forest - Raz started to see a theme here - and Raz 
was the first to rush out of the jet. The trees around them were mostly dead and leafless and 
the ground was covered by a layer of snow, a clear sign that the winter season has officially 
begun. The frosty air wrapped around Raz like a vice, and within seconds his teeth was 
chattering, and he could see his breath puffing out in front of him. He swiftly scurried back 
inside the jet, to be greeted by amused looks and giggles from the others. 


The Mystery Kids bundled themselves up with extra jackets and scarves and gloves and 
general winter gear. Which the jet somehow came stocked with enough for all eight of them 
for some reason, but Raz wasn’t the type to look a gift horse in the mouth. This time around, 
Raz was the last on the jet, and was in the middle of putting on a pair of winter gloves when 
he received a new message on his phone. 


Raz stepped out of the jet, announcing, “Gather up, guys! Some new intel just came in!” 


The others, who were in the middle getting an early look of their surroundings, quickly 
gathered in a loose circle. “Lay it on us,” Coraline urged. 


“HQ thinks they just spotted our time-traveler.” Raz forwarded the files to the others as he 
spoke. “This is surveillance footage from an ATM in a town close to here.” 


The others were quick to whip out their phones to give the new files a look. The footage was 
set at nighttime, showing a dark and empty street on a hillside. As the seconds ticked by, a 
figure suddenly entered the frame, landing from the sky at the far end of the street, too far 


from the camera for Raz to make out any details. The figure seemed to observe their 
surroundings for a few seconds, and just as suddenly as they appeared, they took off back to 
the sky, and the footage ends. 


“That’s a person,” Norman remarked, wide-eyed. 


“It’s humanoid.” Dipper rubbed his chin, his eyes still focused on his phone. “Whether or not 
it’s a person, let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet.” 


Neil squinted hard, bringing his phone very close to his face. “You guys can see anything in 
that?” 


“Yeah, it’s kinda hard.” Wybie scratched his head. “I think I see... robes? Like, they’re 
wearing robes? And it sorta looks red to me.” He brought his phone closer. “And it looks 
there’s something on their back. What’s that, a... banjo?” 


“It’s a shamisen.” There was a silent beat and a half, as Raz and the others turned to look at 
Lili, who had stated that so casually, without even looking up from her phone. “It’s a 
traditional Japanese instrument. Stringed, like guitars and, yes, banjos, but it only has three 
strings. It first originated from China, before coming to Japan through Osaka. Now it’s kind 
of a national thing.” 


The silence lasted for a few more seconds before Lili sensed something was amiss, looking 
up to see everyone staring at her. “What?” 


“Lili!” Raz couldn’t help but grin. He had never seen this side of Lili before. “I didn’t know 
you know so much about Japanese culture!” 


Raz guessed the shade of red appearing on Lili’s cheeks was solely because of the cold, and 
she looked away only because she spotted something interesting in the forest. “It’s... 
nothing,” she mumbled. “Nothing you can’t find on Wikipedia.” 


“But, I mean, still!” Raz managed to bring his grin down to a regular smile. “That’s so cool, 
Lili!” 


Coraline snickered. “Never took you for a weeb, Lili. So full of surprises.” 


Lili went rigid. Her embarrassment disappeared in an instant. She fixed Coraline with a glare, 
and Coraline suddenly yelped as her feet was swept away from under her, landing on her 
back with a dull thud. “Strike one, Caroline,” Lili hissed. 


Raz frowned as Coraline rose to her feet and brushed herself off; all while wearing a dark 
scowl directed at Lili. Lili simply crossed her arms and did a damn good job ignoring 
Coraline. In the meantime, Dipper had mostly ignored the two and had unfurled a map of the 
area and set it on the ground. 


He kneeled next to it and pointed to a specific location. “I’m guessing this is the town where 
that footage was taken, so... we have to extend our search area all the way to that town.” 
Dipper stood up again and sighed. “Great. As if our search area before wasn’t big enough.” 


Raz studied the map for a bit. It definitely was a large swath of land to cover for just the eight 
of them. It would take nearly the entire day just to cover about half of it if they moved as a 
single group. Calling in backup from the Psychonauts crossed Raz’s mind, but that might take 
some time to arrive, and that was if the Psychonauts had any agents to spare at all. Frankly, 
one other idea came to him, and he wasn’t happy with it. 


“Hey, here’s a terrible idea,” Raz started. “We all split up.” He could feel the wave of unease 
that washed over them all at the mention of splitting up. All throughout their adventures so 
far, despite everything, they’d always tried to stick together. Besides, Raz would like to think 
they all had enough common sense and had seen enough movies to know that striking out on 
your own was always going to be a bad idea. “It’s not great, I know, but that’s the only way 
we'll be able to cover all this ground without staying here overnight. Even if we split up in 
twos, it’d still take too long.” 


The Mystery Kids glanced at each other, quickly reaching a wordless agreement about what 
to do, despite their doubts. “Splitting up it is,” Dipper conceded. “Now, who goes where?” 


Raz’s lips thinned into a line. “Dipper... you should head to the town.” 


Predictably, Dipper groaned and rolled his eyes. “Raz, I told you, my legs are fine now! It’s 
just a sprain, it’s not broken!” 


Raz replied with an even stare. “You do remember that I can read minds, right?” 


“Dipper, you go to the town, or you be the guy in the chair again,” Coraline added, sternly. 
“Your choice.” 


Dipper clicked his tongue, averted his gaze, and sighed. “Fine.” 

“Hey, Pll have a piece of that town action,” Mabel said, raising her hand. 

“Me too,” Norman chimed in. 

“Me three!” Neil exclaimed. 

“And that leaves the rest of us to do some trekking through the woods,” Coraline finished. 


“Alright.” Raz rubbed his hands together and casted his gaze around at the others, wearing a 
confident smile. “Mystery Kids, you know where you’re going, you know who you’re 
looking for. Coraline, if you’ll do the honors.” 


Coraline rolled her eyes, but a grin still worked its way to her lips. 


“The hunt is on.” 


The crunch of the snow beneath his boots was the only sound that accompanied Raz for over 
an hour as he trekked through the cold forest. The monotony of it nearly drew him into a lull 


a few times, but he managed to keep his mind sharp, his attention focused. Every other 
minute or so, he would send out a low-frequency psychic pulse in every direction, just in case 
the feedback yielded anything interesting. So far, all he detected were the low hum of the 
trees and the gentle breathing of hibernating critters, with the occasional chitter of a bird 
flying overhead. All of which did not help in his effort to stay focused. He’d imagine Lili 
would have a much more stimulating experience around all these trees, but he guessed an 
image of a sleeping critter being all cute and cuddly and warm flashing through his mind 
once in a while was a reward in its own right. 


Raz sighed, plopping down on top of a fallen tree trunk. He stretched out his legs, working 
out the dull ache that had started to settle. As he did so, he pulled out his phone from his 
pocket to check the map. Before they all separated, Dipper had given the forest team a 
version of the map that had been divided into sectors to help with the search. Some 
appreciated it more than others, and Raz was among those who appreciated it more. Raz had 
been searching in just one sector for the last hour, and he guessed he’d done a thorough 
enough job to start a search in another. That next sector would be along the coast of a small 
lake, which should be frozen over by now, thankfully. 


Quickly dropping a quick message in their group chat that he’s moving on to a new sector, 
Raz jumped to his feet and set off towards the lake. 


Arriving in the area took a good fifteen minutes on its own. Raz decided he’d start from the 
southern end of the lake, before making his way around the lake clockwise. The lake had 
indeed frozen over, which meant one less thing for Raz to worry about. Death by drowning 
soon became the last of his worries, however, as he settled back to the monotonous routine of 
walking, looking around, and occasionally letting out a psychic pulse. Half an hour passed in 
a crawl, with the only notable thing being Lili and Coraline notifying the others that they had 
moved to a different sector. Keeping his mind sharp and focused became a struggle again. 
The steady beat of his own footsteps breaking the silence was strangely soothing, creating 
something almost like a melody. 


Raz suddenly stopped dead in his step. His body stilled, while his mind kicked into overdrive. 
Speaking of melodies, he could have sworn he had just heard the tail end of one. 


Raz swiftly sent a psychic pulse in the direction where he thought he heard the melody. 
Seconds passed as he forced the pulse to reach as far as it could. The feedback flowed back to 
him, and brought a smile to his face. Beyond the trees, and the critters, and the birds, was a 
single, lone person. 


Raz immediately took off in a sprint. Which lasted for all of ten steps as he remembered that 
this person could still be hostile, after which he began to move in a more cautious, but still 
eager way. 


The melody started up again as Raz got closer, becoming clearer and clearer with every step 
he took. It was... beautiful. A slow, haunting piece, but it still conveyed a sense of hope, like 
a light at the end of a dark tunnel. Raz found himself damn near enthralled by the music. So 
enthralled that he didn’t realize the wind was beginning to pick up. He didn’t care that this 


person could be hostile, or if this person was even his target. He just needed to meet the 
musician responsible for creating this melody. 


Raz peeked through some snow-covered shrubbery, and only a few feet away from him, was 
the musician. 


A boy, sitting cross-legged by the edge of the lake, garbed in flowing, red robes, his hair held 
in a short ponytail. A symbol, Raz realized through his enthralled haze, was emblazoned on 
the back of his robe, one that looked like a beetle. A shamisen sat on his lap, its three strings 
plucked by delicate fingers to produce a beautiful melody. He continued playing, unaware 
that he now had an audience, as far as Raz knew. The wind picked up even more, and Raz 
swore it was like the wind was swirling in tune with music, as the boy brought the melody to 
a gentle finish. 


Raz very nearly broke out into applause right then and there. Thankfully, common sense 
caught up to him just in time, and instead he retreated further into his hiding spot, grinning. 


This was definitely the person they were looking for. 


Raz pulled out his phone and typed in, “Found our guy. Gather on my location, east side of 
the lake.” 


Everyone quickly responded with a series of cheers and congratulations. “Keep an eye on 
him, but don’t make contact on your own,” Coraline sent in. “Wait for everyone to get there.” 


Raz nodded to himself. That sounded reasonable enough. 


A resounding strum of the shamisen caught Raz’s attention. He peeked through the shrub just 
as the boy plucked the strings a few times to create the beginnings of a melody. Raz smiled, 
realizing that the boy was about to play another song. It’II still be a while before the others 
would arrive, so Raz supposed he could settle in for another show. 


This melody quickly made itself distinct from the last one. It was much faster and upbeat, 
conveying a sense of thrill and excitement of an adventure; a far cry than the somber sense of 
hope that the previous song carried. While the last song moved Raz’s heart, this one got his 
blood pumping. He found himself nodding his head along to the rhythm, his smile turning 
into a grin. So enthralled by the music Raz was, he barely noticed the wind was now 
practically whirling around the boy, all in tune to the beat of the music. Finally, the boy ended 
his performance with a grand, ringing strum of his shamisen, the winds whirling around him 
suddenly switching directions to instead rush towards Raz, and only then that Raz’s sense 
returned to him. 


“Crap.” 


Before he could react, the wind was upon him. Raz flinched, and then he yelped as he 
realized the wind was so strong that it was beginning to lift him off of the ground. It began to 
spin him around, and just as suddenly as it lifted him up, the wind dumped him back face first 
on the snow. He coughed, his breath knocked out of him, then realized with a start that the 
wind had essentially dragged him out of his hiding spot. 


Raz looked up. The boy had already risen to his feet. He turned on his heels; a single, copper- 
colored eye stared at Raz, while the other was covered by a well-worn eye patch. 


“Anatahadare?” the boy spoke. 

Raz blinked. “W-what?” 

“Anatahadare?’”’ the boy repeated, louder this time, his single eye narrowing. 
Raz stared dumbly for a moment. “I-is that... Japanese?” 


The boy reeled back slightly, and then cocked his head to the side. He appeared to be 
confused. “Nani?” 


“Okay, yeah, that is definitely Japanese.” Raz sucked in a breath through his teeth. He began 
to mutter, ““We’re in Japan, and you’re from the past, so of course you’d be using Japanese.” 


“Nani o itte iru?” At least now the boy looked about as confused as Raz was, which Raz 
would take over the boy being threatening. 


Raz flashed him a nervous smile. “So... long shot, but do you know English at all?” 

The boy didn’t say anything in response. He simply stared with that same confused look. 
“Ts anything I’m saying makes sense to you at all?” Raz tried again. 

The boy remained silent. If anything, he seemed to have taken a step back. 

Raz sighed. “Yep. Dunno what I expected.” With a grunt, he began to rise to his feet. 


“Shita ni tomaru!” the boy suddenly barked, just as Raz was halfway up to his feet. Raz 
immediately flinched, instinctively raising his hands above his head. 


“Hey, it’s okay. I’m a friendly. I’m not threatening you, see?” Raz put on his friendliest smile, 
while still rising to his full height, this time with a much slower pace. However, the boy was 
unfazed; his one eye sending Raz a glare and his grip on his shamisen tightening. It became 
clear to Raz that the only way to even start gaining the boy’s trust was to actually talk to him. 
He wracked his brain for a moment and, rather unfortunately, only one phrase comes to mind. 


“Ohayogozaimasu?” 
The boy’s only response was to glance up towards the sun for a moment. 


At this point, Raz’s smile fell. “God, this is what I get for choosing dubs over subs,” he 
mumbled. 


The boy’s stance began to tense up as Raz’s smile disappeared, so Raz hastily quirked his lips 
into a smile again. In return, the boy relaxed his posture, though his eye remains trained on 
Raz, filled with suspicion. Raz exhaled, relieved, but he’s still stuck with the same dilemma 
as before. Thanks to his basically non-existent knowledge of the Japanese language, verbal 


communication was out of the question. His choice was to either mime what he’s saying for 
the entire conversation, or... 


Another terrible idea came to mind. 


“Hey,” Raz began, and the boy flinched, so Raz paused for a moment to make sure his smile 
was prominent, front and center, before he continued, “I’m gonna do a thing so we can 
actually talk to each other, but don’t freak out, okay?” 


Raz doubted the boy understood any of that, but he thought he’d do it anyway, if only for his 
own sake. He’d always felt weird doing this to people who weren’t aware of it. Slowly, Raz 
lowered one of his raised hands, instead extending it towards the boy. The boy silently 
watched him a sense of cautious curiosity, which was a good sign. Raz breathed deep, 
prepared his mind, and extended his reach. 


The first thing Raz noticed the second his mind met with the boy’s was how... odd it felt. 
The boy’s mind was unmistakably that of a human, but aspects of it was... not. It was like 
sensing the Boxtrolls for the first time all over again, only milder. Still, the mixture was 
something Raz had never sensed before. The sensation nearly made him jump, but he 
recovered quickly, and decided to start with something simple. 


Hello. 


If the boy had been the picture of stoic suspicion before, that simple message immediately 
sent him into a panic. He jumped back, his head whipping left and right, no doubt looking for 
the source of the ‘sound’. “Dare ga sore o shita?!” the boy shouted, which Raz now knew 
meant that the boy was demanding to know who did that. 


Hey, it’s okay, dont panic. I’m the one doing it. The kid in front of you. 
The boy’s gaze focused on Raz, his eye wide with shock. 
Hi! My name is Raz, and I’m here to- 


The boy’s shocked gaze quickly turned into a glare. His stance changed in its entirety; putting 
his right foot behind his left, pointing the neck of his shamisen towards Raz. He brought a 
hand up, then swiftly swung it down across the strings. A wave of wind and snow blasted out 
of the instrument, headed straight at Raz. Raz rolled to the side, the wave sailing past him, 
striking the bush where he once hid, obliterating it completely. Raz’s eyes widened. Frankly, 
he wasn’t expecting the boy to possess that kind of power. 


He turned his attention back to the boy, who still wore a glare. Thankfully, Raz was able to 
maintain a connection between their minds. For now. 


Okay, no need for that. I swear, I won t hurt- 


The boy played a short tune with his shamisen. Raz’s eyes narrowed, preparing himself. 
Wind swirled around the boy, and so did his robes, twisting all around him, until it formed a 
pair of wings like that of a beetle’s that sprouted from the boy’s back. It flapped once, 


launching the boy high into the air. Raz found himself staring, his mouth hanging open. In all 
his years as a Psychonaut agent, he had never seen anything quite like that. The boy stared 
back for a few moments, his brows knit close together, before his gaze softened, and his 
wings shifted to turn him around to face the frozen lake. 


Only when the boy flapped his wings again and he began to speed away did Raz broke out of 
his stupor, scrambling forward into a dash. “No, no, wait!” 


The boy, obviously enough, didn’t pay Raz’s words any mind. Trying to communicate 
telepathically again briefly crossed Raz’s mind, but he quickly discarded the idea once he 
realized how much distance the boy had covered already. Even if a telepathic talk could 
work, it wouldn’t matter if the boy got too far for Raz to maintain a connection, which was 
already hard enough to do to the boy’s strange psyche. 


Still in the middle of his dash, Raz leapt, quickly conjuring a ball of psychic energy under his 
feet. He landed right at the edge where the land met the frozen lake, stomping down hard, the 
psi-ball bouncing him high into the air. It wasn’t enough, Raz realized, and he hissed a curse 
under his breath. Thinking quickly, Raz turned the ball under his feet into a formless mass, 
compressed it into a single point, counted half a second, and let the energy loose. The blast 
launched him towards the boy like a bullet, and Raz nearly whooped from sheer excitement 
alone. He extended a hand out, and just when he was about to enter a downward arc, barely 
managed to grab onto the boy’s left leg. 


The boy whipped his head down, his gaze meeting Raz’s, and glared. 

Okay, can you please, for one second, just- 

The boy tightened his grip on his shamisen with one hand, and raised the other hand. 
Dude, come on, don t-! 

The boy swung his hand down. 


A wave of pure force blasted out from the boy in all directions. What little grip Raz had on 
the boy’s foot was lost in an instant, the blast sending him plummeting towards the lake’s 
frozen surface. Though slightly dazed, he still had enough wits about him, conjuring his 
psychic fists to stop his fall. The fists were about halfway made, but the surface was a lot 
closer than Raz thought. 


Raz landed flat on his back on the ice, harshly. A groan of pain escaped his lips, his breath 
knocked out of his lungs. He heard something crack, and he hoped that didn’t come from 
him. His vision became a blur, though he could still make out the boy floating high above, if 
only barely. His back and head was in severe pain. However, through it all, he forced himself 
to sit up, hissing all the while. His sight fully returned after too long of a moment, and, to his 
surprise, he found the boy still there, hovering above him, watching. A moment later, his 
thoughts clearing and the pain somewhat subsiding, Raz realized that, while the boy was 
looking at his direction, he was not the focus of the boy’s attention. 


The ice under Raz shook. He heard resounding cracks from all around him. 


Raz slowly turned his head towards the lake’s frozen surface. Nearby, there was a clear patch 
of ice. He could see what lies beneath; nothing but cold and darkness. 


A hand slammed from underwater against the clear patch of ice. The ice shook again. More 
cracks could be heard. 


Raz shakily scrambled to his feet. He heard something shatter behind him, and he felt the 
splash of freezing water on his back. The ice beneath his feet was slippery, and he stumbled, 
crying out obscenities. Something cold and wet clamped around his legs and pulled. Raz 
landed on his chest, the breath knocked out of him again, and he suddenly felt himself being 
dragged across the ice. He clawed, desperately, but there was no hold to be had on the ice. 
Fear gripped his heart, his focus broken, his powers not coming forth when he called for 
them. 


Raz looked up, and for a split second, his gaze met the boy’s; his was one of panic and fear, 
and the boy’s was one of surprise and bewilderment, before Raz was pulled underwater. 


The sudden feeling of cold, freezing water enveloping his body nearly sent Raz into a shock. 
Gritting his teeth, he somehow held on to wakefulness, but he knew he couldn’t manage it for 
long. Some kind of force was still locked around his legs, pulling him deeper and deeper into 
the darkness. Fear and panic had fully settled in. He flailed his arms wildly, trying to fight the 
pull of the Hand, but the surface only grew further and further away. His lungs were starting 
to burn. His fingers were starting go numb. He didn’t know when exactly despair took shape 
in his heart, but he’s almost ready to move on to acceptance. 


Raz’s eyes lit up when he heard the telltale sound of something breaking the water’s surface. 


He looked up. The boy was there, diving towards him at an incredible speed, a hand 
outstretched. Raz fought his slowly numbing limbs, extending a hand towards the boy. When 
their hands met, Raz gripped the boy’s hand with every ounce of strength he had left. The 
boy pulled, the wings on his back flapping once, then twice, bringing the two closer towards 
the surface, but Raz felt the Hand doubling its efforts, pulling them deeper into the darkness 
again. The boy added a second hand gripping Raz’s arm, and Raz spotted how the boy’s brow 
knitted together, eyes filled with determination. The wings on his back curled, then 
straightened, before performing a mighty flap that sent both the boy and Raz speeding 
towards the surface. 


They broke through the water’s surface. The cold pressure that was clamped around Raz’s 
legs disappeared. Raz greedily swallowed a lungful of air as he was carried, sailing through 
the air. They touched down on solid ground at the edge of the lake. The boy settled Raz down 
gently, but Raz still collapsed to his knees, still gasping desperately for air. He wrapped his 
arms around himself out of pure instinct, realizing that his teeth were chattering wildly. As 
the need for air subsided, he was suddenly overwhelmed with the need for warmth. His 
clothes were absolutely soaked by the freezing water, and he found himself shaking and 
shivering in place. He craned his neck to look around, spotting the boy standing nearby, 
watching him. His red robes were absolutely soaked as well, but unlike Raz, somehow he 
was not reduced to a shaking, shivering mess. 


Through the intense cold, Raz managed to stammer out, “A-Arigatozaimas.” 


The boy raised his eyebrows. For a short moment, he looked surprised. His expression 
softened, and he even cracked a smile. “Doitashimashite.” 


“Raz!” 


Raz jumped at the sound of his name. He was pretty sure the boy did the same. Looking over, 
he spotted Lili, her eyes wide in panic. Her gaze focused on Raz, shivering on his knees, then 
moved towards the boy, who regarded the new arrival with a cautious stare. Lili rushed to 
Raz’s side, taking off her jacket and wrapping it around him, which brought Raz a small bit 
of reprieve from the cold. Lili turned her attention towards the boy. Her eyes narrowed 
dangerously at him, her hands pulsing with energy. 


“Step away from him, or e/se,” she threatened, rising to her feet. The boy immediately took 
several steps back. There was genuine fear in his eyes that were plainly visible to everyone. 


“N-no, Lili, wait!” Raz cut in, raising his voice as loud as he could. He would’ ve risen to his 
feet too if he weren’t shaking so uncontrollably. Thankfully, Lili paused to look at him. Raz 
weakly gestured at the boy, forcing himself to wear a smile. “H-He saved my life.” 


The energy that pulsed in her hand dissipated. “He-?” She slowly turned to look at the boy, 
almost sheepishly so. “I... thank you. Thank you for saving his life.” 


“A-and... he’s the guy we’ve been looking for,” Raz added. Might as well dump everything 
now, he supposed. “‘He’s our time traveler.” 


Lili nearly did a double-take. “He- seriously?!” 
“And, also, uh,” Raz faltered sheepishly, “he only speaks Japanese.” 


“Oh. Oh!” Lili turned to fully face the boy. Her posture changed, becoming straighter, more 
rigid. She bowed deeply. “Kare no jinsei o hozon shite kurete arigato.” 


Raz blinked. Did Lili just say a complete sentence in Japanese? 


Earlier, the boy had reverted to a guarded stance thanks to Lili. As the conversation went on, 
and especially when Lili stopped visibly threatening him, he relaxed more and more. When 
Lili bowed and said that sentence, the boy’s demeanor changed completely. He nodded with a 
smile, saying something in reply of what Lili said. Lili shook her head, then replied again. 
That somehow drew a chuckle from the boy, who then began to say something, emphasizing 
a point by pointing a finger at Raz. Lili glanced at Raz, before sighing and rolling her eyes, 
stating a reply with an edge to her tone. 


Meanwhile, Raz simply stared. He had absolutely no idea what either of them was saying. 


“Hey, wait a sec, wait, wait, wait.” The two paused their conversation at Raz’s request, 
turning their attention towards him. Raz had a very important question in mind. “Lili, you 
know how to speak Japanese?” 


“I know enough to get by,” Lili so casually replied. 


“Wha- how come I don’t know this?!” 
Lili shrugged. “I guess it just never came up.” 


“You guess? Lili, this is kinda important!” Raz pouted. As Lili simply shrugged off his words 
again, a thought suddenly struck Raz. It was completely unrelated to the mission, but he still 
had to know. “Wait... is this why you choose subs over dubs?” 


Lili pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “Raz, for the last time, the conversation flows 
better when it uses the language it was meant for.” 


“It’s distracting!” Raz barked. Slowly but surely, he felt his strength returning to him. “If I 
wanna read text, I’d get a novel!” 


Lili turned to glare. “And ruin the quality of the dialogue?!” 


“At least I can actually focus on the animation! Which is, you know, the point of the whole 
thing?!” 


“The animation won’t mean a thing when the story has been damaged!” 
“Sumimasen?” 


Raz and Lili’s eyes, previously locked with each other in a glare, shifted their attention to the 
boy. He fidgeted in place, looking back and forth between Raz and Lili, wearing an 
expression of confusion. Raz winced, more to himself than anything else, realizing that the 
boy was silently listening in to the spat between him and Lili. Lili surely realized it too, and 
judging from how wide her eyes went, she’s taking it a lot worse than Raz. 


“O-Oh, r-right. That was... completely unprofessional.” Lili looked down at the snow around 
her feet, her cheeks taking on a slight red tint. 


Raz rose to his full height, enough of his strength finally returning to him to do at least that, 
but he still clutched Lili’s jacket around him tightly. Lili took a moment to cough and 
recompose herself. She spoke to the boy again, using Japanese just like before, the boy 
seemingly simply nodding along. Once Lili finished, there was a beat of silence as the boy 
seemed to be considering what Lili said. He then said something short and simple, putting on 
a guarded smile. Whatever it was he said, Lili seemed to be quite satisfied with it. 


“I told him we’re here to help him, and that we’ve got more people on the way,” Lili 
explained, unprompted. “He’s... alright with it. For now.” 


Raz nodded. After quite the first impression earlier, this was the least they could hope for. 
Hopefully, things get better as they move along. Hopefully. 


Raz gave Lili a small nudge. “Hey, can I at least get the name of my hero?” 


Lili shot Raz a smirk, but she passed the message along nonetheless. However it was Lili 
phrased that request managed to draw a small chuckle from the boy. He turned his gaze upon 
Raz, his smile becoming something genuine, placing a hand on his chest. 


“Kubo.” 


Introducing Kubo to the rest of the Mystery Kids was a surprisingly smooth process. Raz sent 
a quick message to the group summarizing the circumstances, especially about the language 
barrier, so they were mindful of themselves as they arrived one by one. Obviously, Lili had to 
act as translator between the Mystery Kids and Kubo, as no one else in the team were as 
fluent in Japanese as Lili was. Raz would like to think she tolerated the task pretty well. 

Kubo regarded everyone with a warm smile and an easygoing attitude, but Raz didn’t miss 
how his eyes kept a close watch on everyone, how occasionally there would be a nervous 
edge in his voice when he spoke. Still, this was better than the open hostility in the disaster 
that was Raz’s first meeting with Kubo. All in all, introductions went off without a hitch, and 
Raz was caught off guard by how well-accustomed Kubo was at being the center of attention. 


Kubo then led them to a campsite not very far from the lake. It was a very modest and 
traditional camp; Raz guessed this must be where Kubo’s been living this whole time. In the 
meanwhile, Norman and Neil offered up their jackets for Raz, which he gladly accepted. 
Mabel offered her jacket to Kubo, but he politely declined. She then offered to at least dry up 
his robes, which Kubo refused, a little more strongly this time. He seemed to be quite 
attached to his robes, Raz noted. 


Kubo moved to start a fire, but Raz beat him to it, igniting the fire pit with pyrokinesis. Kubo 
paused midway through his motion, his attention shifting towards Raz. A curious smile 
appeared on his features. Raz reciprocated the smile with one of his own. 


The Mystery Kids and Kubo sat in a circle around the campfire. Lili prompted Kubo to tell 
his story. 


“He said, he was out collecting herbs in a field near where he lived,” Lili began once Kubo 
had finished, “His grandpa wasn’t feeling well, so he thought he’d help him get better. That’s 
when he saw some sort of small triangle made of green light, just floating in the air. He got 
curious and touched it, suddenly there was this bright light, and now he’s here. That was a 
few days ago.” 


Dipper swiftly wrote it all down on his journal. “So it’s not dissimilar to what happened to 
Cheesebridge,” he mumbled. “Just on a much smaller scale.” 


“He’s been out exploring the area since then,” Lili continued. “It’s been a very confusing time 
for him, to say the least.” 


“Can you ask him if he remembered the exact spot where he first got here?” Coraline asked. 


Lili did as she was asked. Kubo answered easily, which Lili proceeded to translate. “This 
campsite is that spot. He’s been hanging around in case that triangle shows up again.” 


“Pretty smart move,” Dipper remarked. “We should do that too. Put up surveillance around 
the area.” 


“Do you think that’s possible, Dipper?” Norman chimed in. “If these time warps are side- 
effects of Weirdmageddon, what are the odds of lightning striking twice?” 


Dipper hummed. “It’s... not improbable.” 
“Then should we do that in Cheesebridge too?” Wybie pointed out. “Put up a watch, I mean.” 


“We already got agents stationed in Cheesebridge... right?” Raz glanced at Lili, who nodded 
in confirmation. “Right, so we got that covered.” 


“Um... Lili?” All eyes immediately turned towards Kubo. With everyone’s attention on him, 
he began to say something. Raz thought it sounded like a question. 


Lili’s mouth twisted and she let out a long sigh. “He’s... asking if we know what happened to 
him.” 


An air of unease settled upon the Mystery Kids. Raz found himself fidgeting nervously in his 
seat. “Well... you are the one that’s been doing the talking so far, Lil, so...” Raz trailed off as 
Lili’s glare fell upon him. “Sorry,” he meekly managed. 


Lili rolled her eyes, but as she turned to face Kubo, her demeanor changed into something 
much more serious, something somber even. She drew in a deep breath before she began her 
explanation, taking care to keep her tone low. Raz watched Kubo closely as Lili talked in 
length. At first, Kubo mostly nodded along, until a point when Lili emphasized something, 
upon which Kubo raised an eyebrow. After that, Lili showed an increasingly apparent 
hesitance as she talked, while Kubo wasn’t faring any better. His eye steadily grew wider, his 
breaths becoming heavier, and Raz was certain he’d be sweating bullets if they weren’t out in 
the snow. 


Eventually, Lili finished her explanation, opting to stare at the campfire instead of looking at 
Kubo. Kubo leaned back, raising a hand to clutch his forehead, his eye dazed and unfocused. 
Silence settled upon the campsite, and it quickly stretched for an uncomfortably long time. 
Raz felt like he needed to say something to get rid of the silence, but even he was at a loss for 
what to say. 


Kubo slowly rose to his feet, muttering something under his breath, and wandered over to the 
edge of the campsite. 


Coraline nearly sprung up to her feet right then and there. “What’s he doing? Where’s he 
going?” 


“Relax,” Lili chided. She kept her low tone from before. “This is a lot for him. He needs 
some time to think. Alone.” 


Indeed, Kubo didn’t go very far. He stopped maybe about a good twenty feet from the camp, 
still within eyesight of the group. All he did was stand there, without a sound, completely 
unmoving. Without too much effort, Raz could already feel the stomach-churning mix of fear 
and anxiety and uncertainty emanating from Kubo. 


“Yikes,” Neil whispered, and Raz couldn’t have put it better himself. “So, what do we do 
now? We can’t just leave him here, right?” 


“We’re not. We won’t.” Coraline spent a moment to watch Kubo, before she sighed. “I guess 
we have to take him back with us.” 


Mabel hummed twice in disagreement. “You sure that’s a good idea, Coraline?” she asked. “I 
mean, a different time period is already pretty bad, and you want to pile on a different 
country too? With a different language?” 


Coraline huffed, conceding. “Anyone got any suggestions?” she asked. 


“There is... I remember there was an old Psychonauts outpost right here in Japan,” Lili spoke 
up. She still hasn’t looked away from the campfire. “We could take him there, and I could 
probably talk to Sasha and my dad. Convince them to send a couple of agents to man that 
outpost again. So that it’ll be easier for Kubo to... adapt to modern times. Maybe even teach 
him English.” Lili finally tore her gaze away from the fire, glaring at the others. “That way I 
won’t have to handle all the talking.” 


Raz’s face twisted guiltily. “We said we’re sorry, Lil.” 


“No, you said you’re sorry.” Lili pouted, her attention returning to the fire. “Didn’t hear 
anything from anyone else.” 


Norman awkwardly scratched the back of his neck. “Well... first things first, I feel like we 
should actually ask Kubo about all of this. Before we make any decisions.” 


“True.” Coraline nodded. Her attention shifted to center on Kubo once more. He had 
remained in the exact same spot and in the exact same position, almost like a statue. “D’ you 
think he’s coming back here anytime soon?” 


Raz turned to look at Kubo again. A current of negative emotions still emanated strongly 
from him. It was like seeing a dark storm cloud on the horizon, except instead of seeing you 
could literally feel it in your mind, the darkness creeping and near overwhelming. 


“No,” Raz and Lili replied at the same time. 


A solid twenty minutes passed before Kubo rejoined the group, slowly hobbling his way 
back, plopping down almost lifelessly around the campfire. Once again, Lili had to be the one 
to ask the question. She took great care as she did so; speaking in what was possibly the 
gentlest voice Raz has ever heard her use. Kubo’s eyes slowly found their focus on her. Once 
Lili finished, there was a moment of silence as Kubo’s gaze swept across each member of the 
Mystery Kids. What he was looking for in them, Raz had no idea, but when Kubo frowned 
and stared at the ground, Raz feared the worst. However, Kubo eventually revealed his 
decision by way of an uncertain nod. Raz smiled in relief, as did the rest of the Mystery Kids. 


They helped Kubo clean up the campsite and gather what little belongings he had brought 
with him. Dipper marked the spot, both in his map and in real life, for when they could get 
around to investigating the phenomenon further. The whole process took about less than ten 


minutes. With all his stuff tucked inside a cloth bag and his shamisen slung across his back, 
Kubo nodded to the others, ready to leave. Still, even as they departed, Kubo hung around at 
the back of the group, and Raz noticed him looking over his shoulder more than once. 


The sight of the jet slowed Kubo’s step, but it didn’t stop him. A look of awe and curiosity 
crossed his features as he approached. Raz would have expected him to at least have a slight 
freak out, but Kubo kept his composure even as he boarded the jet. Lili gave him permission 
to sit wherever he’d like, so he chose to sit at the very back of the jet. He set his shamisen 
down beside him, leaned back in his seat, and stared out of the window. Lili gave Agent 
Danvers the location of their next destination, and they were off. 


Kubo visibly tensed when the jet first took off, but he quickly grew accustomed to the 
sensation of flight, instead busying himself with observing the view outside the window as it 
flew by. Meanwhile, Raz found himself busy observing Kubo, while Lili was in the middle of 
a call with Sasha to arrange everything they needed. 


“Sasha said they’d work something out,” Lili said as she took the seat next to Raz. “If anyone 
gives us any trouble, Ill just remind them this request is coming from a Zanotto.” 


Raz snickered. “You’re pure evil.” 


Lili smirked at that, but it didn’t last long, replaced with an expression that’s almost 
melancholic. She glanced back, towards Kubo. “I... honestly feel bad for him.” The tone in 
her voice was almost like the one she used in the woods. “This is weird to say, but at least 
Eggs and Winnie got thrown into this time period with their friends and family. Mostly.” She 
sighed. “But this kid... he’s all alone. Away from his friends. Away from his family. What 
would his parents be thinking about right now?” 


Raz’s lips twisted for a moment, but he forced a smile to appear. “That why we’re helping 
him, right? To adapt and stuff, so he won’t be all alone. And maybe one day, we could even 
send him back to his parents.” 


Lili didn’t smile, not quite, but Raz could tell when her mood had improved. “I guess,” she 
simply replied. 


Raz glanced back at Kubo, who was still staring solemnly out the window, and when Raz 
turned back to Lili, he had a grin on his face and an idea in mind. “Hey, quick question, 
what’s Japanese for ‘friend’? 


“Uh, yujin.” Lili quirked an eyebrow. “Why?” 


Raz’s reply was to jump out of his seat, still wearing his grin. He made his way down the 
aisle towards the back of the jet, all eyes turning to watch him as he did so. All eyes, except 
for Kubo’s, who remain fixed at the view outside the window. 


“Uh, hey, Kubo?” Raz called. For the first time, Kubo tore his gaze away from the window, 
looking at Raz. 


Raz gestured to himself with a friendly smile. “Yajin.” 


Raz gestured to the others, who were watching the two with interest. “Yujin.” 
Finally, Raz gestured towards Kubo. “Yujin?” 


At first, Kubo simply stared, and Raz was worried for a moment he might’ve weirded him 
out. However, to Raz’s relief, Kubo finally cracked a smile. “Yujin,” he stated, nodding. 


Raz grinned. 

What 5 Japanese for ‘hug’? 

Lili had to stifle a giggle. 

Hoyo. 

Raz spread his arms open. “Hoyo?” 


Raz wasn’t really expecting Kubo to take him up upon his offer, so he was infinitely happy 
when the musician rose from his seat and wrapped his arms around Raz. 


Chapter End Notes 


This just in: the Mystery Kids member counter has ticked over to 17! And it’s going to 
stay there for a while. 


First things first, I would like to deeply apologize to anyone out there reading this that 
can speak Japanese, because that is a thing that I cannot do. All the Japanese used in this 
chapter are google-translate-brand Japanese, so there is a high possibility that it is all 
kinds of wonky and weird. Hopefully, if I ever use foreign languages again in the future, 
I would take a little bit of time to properly learn it first. 


Anyway. Another very unorthodox addition to the Mystery Kids; this time being music- 
extraordinaire, Kubo! So glad folks seem to be on board with the weirder additions these 
last few chapters. Ideally, I would have wanted to get this chapter out before the start of 
October, but such is life. 


Another important thing: the next batch of chapters are gonna be a little different than 
usual, as was alluded to in the previous chapter. Hope y’all are excited to see it! 


The Agent & the Survivor 


Chapter Summary 


Raz and Coraline talk about life, leadership, and how far they all have come. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 
“Never thought you to be the brooding type.” 


That familiar voice immediately startled Raz out of his thoughts. He looked over his 
shoulder, spotting Coraline climbing out the hatch that led to the Shack’s roof. His eyes 
immediately lit up with concern. 


“Coraline, what are you doing up?” he asked. The tone of his voice was a lot harsher that he 
intended it to be. “You should still be resting, you-!” 


“T’m fine, Raz. Relax.” Coraline waved far too nonchalantly. She walked over to the edge of 
the roof, sitting down next to Raz, letting her feet dangle off the edge. She cocked her head at 
him. “How’s your headache?” 


Raz’s eyes briefly darted downwards, nervously, to Coraline’s abdomen, before he sighed, 
conceding. If Coraline wanted to ignore it, then Raz sure as hell wasn’t the person capable of 
getting her to care. The best thing to do now was to indulge her. 


“It’s still there. Not getting worse, not getting better, just... there.” Raz brought a hand up to 
clutch his forehead. The dull throbbing at the back of his head that had accompanied for the 
last few days was still present. 


Coraline’s face wrinkled. “That’s gotta suck.” 


Raz nearly barked out a laugh. She’s one to talk. “Honestly, though, I think I’m getting used 
to it. Don’t sweat it.” 


Coraline hummed, nodding. She leaned back, using her arms to prop herself up, gazing 
upwards at the reddened sky. Meanwhile, Raz hunched forwards, staring at his own feet as he 
let them dangle back and forth. For a while, the two simply sat together in silence. The only 
thing that could be heard was the wind as it rustled the trees, and the chatter of people from 
the Shack that occasionally managed to reach them. 


“Were you expecting any of this when you first came here?” Coraline suddenly asked, and 
Raz blinked. His mind was just beginning to wander again. “All this... crazy insanity?” 


Raz considered it for a moment. “I mean, kind of? The Psychonauts did put me here 
specifically to keep a lookout for anything weird, so.” 


“Ah. Right.” Coraline hid her face. Raz could tell she felt just the tiniest bit of embarrassment 
for that. 


“If anything, you should be the one getting that question,” Raz found himself saying. He had 
to admit, the subject piqued his interest. “So? Were you expecting anything weird to 
happen?” 


Coraline gave him a look. “I wanted an adventure, and I got it,” she succinctly replied. 


“What I wasn t expecting,” Coraline continued, “was being chosen to be the leader of seven 
dumb, lovable trolls.” She finished with a playful jab at Raz’s shoulder. Raz chuckled, and it 
quickly spread towards Coraline. “Sorry. Co-leader,” she corrected herself, still wearing a 
teasing smile. 


Raz chuckled at that too, ending it with a sigh. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah... 
about that...” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything in response, so Raz took that as a sign to 
continue. “I know you said you won’t be able to compete with a Psychonaut and all, but at 
this point, I think you’ve proven yourself to be a way better leader than I am.” 


Coraline sighed, running a hand through her hair. “We seriously having this talk again? I 
thought we settled this.” 


“Coraline, I’m serious!” Raz shifted his position so he could fully face her. “You are leader 
material! If you want to step up and be our one and only, true leader, then you’ve got my 
support. No more of this co-leader nonsense.” 


Coraline averted her gaze, choosing instead to stare ahead at the trees. Raz waited for a 
response, then he waited some more, then he waited again, but Coraline kept her gaze 
resolutely straight. Raz frowned, his eyes downcast. It was worth a shot, at the very least. 


“One condition.” Raz’s eyes lit up as Coraline’s words pierced the silence. “You stay as my 
second-in-command.” She spared him a glance. ““Someone’s gotta keep those rowdy rascals 
in check in case I’m not around.” 


Raz grinned. “You’ve got yourself a deal... captain.” 
Coraline immediately made a face. “Ugh. That’s gonna take some getting used to.” 


Raz really had to hold back a laugh, lest he caused Coraline to change her mind. Silence 
settled over the two once again. Wind and distant chatter became the only thing to be heard. 
Coraline returned her gaze upwards. This time, Raz joined her, staring up at the red sky. 


“Hell of a sky, huh?” Coraline remarked. 
Raz had to concur. “Yeah. It’s... pretty. In a way.” 


It really was. The sky reminded Raz of a beachside sunset, in some weird, twisted way. Only, 
instead of that signature pleasant orange, the color was a deep, disturbing, dark crimson. It’s 
almost like blood, if Raz was being perfectly frank. 


“That fucking pyramid’s just ruining the whole view, though.” 
Raz had to concur with that too. 


In the distance, floating high above what used to be central Gravity Falls, composed of dark 
red-brown stone, with lava-like orange-red glow shining through its cracks, was Bill Cipher’s 
Fearamid. That’s where Bill and his demon friends reside. That’s where Bill held Ford Pines 
captive. That’s where the fate of the world will be decided. 


Raz couldn’t help but steal a glance at Coraline’s abdomen. He looked away just in time 
before Coraline could notice. 


“You know, Coraline,” Raz began, carefully, “if you want to sit this one out, it’s perfectly 
fine. No one’s gonna hold it against you. Especially not you, since, you know...” He found 
his gaze drawn to Coraline’s abdomen once again. The image of the rows and rows of 
stitches hidden underneath her shirt was still fresh in his mind 


Coraline’s eyes narrowed. “Quit staring.” 
Raz did so immediately. 


“Listen to me, Raz,” Coraline started, her eyes alight with determination. “All summer long, 
most times, we get into trouble and then we end up having to save our own asses. Sometimes 
we get to save the ass of the entire town.” She put on a dangerously confident smirk. “And 
now, we have a chance of saving the ass of the entire multiverse, and you expect me to sit this 
one out?” 


There was a beat of silence as Raz simply stared dumbly, but eventually incredulous laughter 
slipped out of his mouth. “That’s why you’re our leader.” 


Coraline appeared surprisingly satisfied by the statement. 


She turned her attention back towards the pyramid. He followed her gaze. Both of their 
smiles had disappeared. The pyramid hovered high above, waiting, watching. 


“How long until we go?” 


“Three hours.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The countdown begins. 


Here we are, just as I promised. For the next two months, we are staying in the summer 
point of the timeline to finish off the Weirdmageddon storyline once for all. No more 
jumping back and forth. For all of October, Ill be posting a new chapter every week, 
detailing how the Mystery Kids prepared themselves for the climax of Weirdmageddon, 
the assault on Bill’s pyramid. 


Strap yourselves in, folks. I’m going to take you for a ride. 


The Mechanic & the Friend 


Chapter Summary 


Wybie and Neil talk about bravery, friendship, and the people they have met along the 
way. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 
“Yo, Wybie.” 


Wybie jumped at the sound of his name, his head bumping against the ceiling with a 
resounding clang. He grunted in pain, a hand reaching up to rub the quickly-forming bump at 
the top of his head. He looked over his shoulder with a pout, spotting Neil peeking into the 
crawlspace he had entered, wearing a grimace. 


“Oof, sorry ‘bout that,” he said, and Wybie could tell he meant it. “Could you, uh, step out 
for sec?” 


While he still felt a bit miffed about what just happened, Wybie nonetheless crawled 
backwards out of the crawlspace. After all, this was no time to get petty about things. “So, if 
you need anything, you gotta make it quick,” he said, righting himself up. “I still got 
adjustments to make and not a lot of time left to do it.” 


It was only then that Wybie noticed the aluminum exhaust manifold Neil held in his hand. 
“Yeah, yeah, it’s about that!” Neil held out the item in his hands. “McGucket told me to give 
this... thing to you. Said this should help you out?” 


Wybie accepted the item, turning it over a few times in his hands with skeptical eyes. “An 
exhaust manifold? This’ll be only good for-” He stopped, as his eyes began to light up. “For 
stabilizing the cooling process so that it’ll reduce the stress on the system, of course!” 


Wybie jumped to his feet, sprinting towards the other side of the room. He knelt down next to 
an open compartment on the wall, exhaust manifold in one hand and wrench in the other, and 
immediately got to work fitting the parts together. He guessed he was at it for a good two or 
three minutes before he noticed the sound of footsteps pacing behind him, and he realized 
that Neil was watching him work. 


Wybie coughed, tugging the collar of his coat. He’s not used to working with an audience. 


“Uh, thanks, by the way. For bringing this stuff to me,” he hastily said, once he realized that 
had not properly thanked Neil earlier. 


“Hey, no sweat.” Neil shrugged. Somehow, despite everything, he’s smiling. “Just helping 
out wherever I can.” 


Wybie forced a smile back, because Grandma taught him to mind his manners, even when the 
world was ending. He had no idea things would ever get quite so literal. Then again, he also 
had no idea this would be the direction his summer vacation would go when he chose to 
accompany Jonesy to a backwater town only a few dozen miles from home. They’d get into 
shenanigans, sure, that’s to be expected with her, but never in his wildest nightmares did he 
ever thought he’d be facing an insane, extradimensional demon with the fate of the fucking 
multiverse at stake. 


“Regret being friends with us yet?” The words slipped out of Wybie’s lips without him fully 
realizing what he said. He’d already regretted saying it halfway through the sentence. 


The sound footsteps pacing behind him stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Neil 
asked, slowly. 


Wybie sighed. He had to commit to it now. “Well, it’s like, you know,” he started, awkwardly, 
“when I first came here; I didn’t sign up for any of this. Not for any ghosts, or monsters, o-or 
reality-warping nightmare demons. I’m pretty sure you’re the same, too. Except maybe for 
the ghost part, since you’re friends with Norman and all, and- just-” 


Wybie let go of the compartment and placed his wrench down. His hands were starting to 
tremble, and the last thing he wanted to do was screw up the mechanism by accident. “This 
just... fucking sucks, okay? And I thought, maybe, if we never met, then...” 


“No.” Neil answered so daringly, so succinctly that it gave Wybie pause. “I don’t regret it. At 
all.” 


Wybie glanced at Neil over his shoulder, but just enough so that most of his face was still 
hidden from view. “For real?” 


“It’s simple for me, Wybie.” Neil shrugged, like it was the most casual thing in the world. “If 
being friends with you guys means having to face a reality-warping nightmare demon, then 
I'll take it. You guys are worth a reality-warping nightmare demon.” 


Wybie dropped his gaze to stare at the floor, at the wrench he’d put down. After that answer, 
he couldn’t bring himself to look at Neil in the eye. “Good to know at least one of us actually 
has some bravery in him,” he mumbled with a weak, dry laugh. 


“Wybie...” Neil apparently heard that. “D-do you... regret being friends with us?” 
ul Freres 


That’s a hell of a question. And the weird thing was, it wasn’t because he didn’t know the 
answer. No, he’d figured out the answer already, a while back. He just never had the balls to 


say it out loud for some reason. And now, in a few hours, he might die, with the answer left 
unspoken. 


Something lit up in Wybie’s eyes. He turned around, looking up to meet Neil’s gaze. 
Something had just come over him. A daredevil’s thrill. He wondered if this was what got 
Coraline to power through everything she did, because, basically, why the hell not? If he 
could die in just a few hours, then why the hell not? 


“T guess not.” 
Neil grinned. “There ya go, see? You’re brave too!” 


Wybie scratched the back of his neck. “Still. You said it faster, so.” He shrugged sheepishly. 
“You're braver.” 


“This isn’t a competition, you butt,” Neil said, his lips quirked into an amused smile. “But 
thanks.” 


Wybie blew out a long breath of air, leaning back. He cracked a smile; a tiny one, but it 
counted. The fact that he’s now sitting on top of his wrench reminded him that he still had 
work to be done, but for now, he just wanted to ride the last remnants of the high after finally 
admitting it out loud. He found his gaze drawn to the window, and even now, a shiver still 
crept up his spine at the sight of the view outside. 


In the distance, floating high above what used to be central Gravity Falls, composed of dark 
red-brown stone, with lava-like orange-red glow shining through its cracks, was Bill Cipher’s 
Fearamid. That’s where Bill and his demon friends reside. That’s where Bill held Ford Pines 
captive. That’s where the fate of the world will be decided. 


Wybie turned his attention back to Neil, catching him staring out the window as well. Even 
Neil couldn’t keep a smile up at the sight. Wybie frowned and sighed. 


“How long until we go?” 


“Two hours.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The countdown continues. 


Featuring the two most often underrated members of the MK, in my opinion. I’ve seen a 
lot of folks gloss over them without seeing their potential. Not me though. I see the 
potential they have, and I intend to fully utilize it. 


We’re halfway through now. Next week, we’ll see how the other half are preparing 
themselves. See you then. 


The Flower & the Star 


Chapter Summary 


Lili and Mabel talk about love, relationships, and the roads not taken. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 


All Lili wanted was to have just the slightest bit of peace and quiet before they go and most 
likely die against a reality-warping, nightmare demon. The cramped, crowded Shack didn’t 
exactly provide a lot of opportunities for some alone time. You couldn’t take two steps 
without tripping over a gnome or bumping into the other survivors. The pounding headache 
she’d had ever since Weirdmageddon started didn’t help either. She had no idea how Raz 
managed to cope with it, especially with how painful it could get. So, she resorted to taking a 
quick walk in the woods. Not too far from the Shack, obviously; the headache didn’t impede 
her critical thinking skills. Literally all she wanted was some peace and quiet. 


She never expected, or wanted, to stumble upon Mabel and Pacifica smooching it up. 


The couple immediately broke the kiss when they noticed Lili standing there. Now, the three 
were standing, silently, awkwardly, and had been doing so for the past thirty seconds. 


Lili was the first to break the silence. “P11... leave you to it,” she curtly said. After all, they 
were Clearly here first, so she felt it would be fair. 


Lili barely took a step away before Pacifica blurted out, “No, no, it’s fine!” She glanced back 
at Mabel, who still had an awkward look on her face. “We were... I was going anyway, so.” 


Pacifica looked back and forth between Lili and Mabel for a moment. “Yeah, P11... PIH head 
back to the Shack.” Pacifica began to walk away, but Lili didn’t miss how her stare lingered 
on Mabel, and the shy smile they shared with each other. It honestly reminded Lili of when 
she first got together with Raz. 


That left only Lili and Mabel to stand in awkward, painful silence. 
Maybe it was a mistake to let Pacifica leave first. 


“So,” Mabel suddenly, nervously, began, fidgeting in place,” not how I expected our first kiss 
to go, but we are in the middle of an apocalypse. Gotta do it when you can still do it, right?” 


Mabel laughed, weakly, and when Lili didn’t join in, her laughter gradually died away. 


That, however, still piqued Lili’s interest. “That was the first time you two kissed?” she 
asked. 


“Uh, y-yeah?” Mabel answered, somewhat hesitantly. 


“Huh.” Lili spared a glance in the direction where Pacifica left. “Sorry. I just thought you 
were already smooching all over each other.” 


Mabel chuckled. A good-hearted, genuine chuckle. “Well, that’s the dream. But Paz wanted 
to take it slow. Which I totally get! Since, you know, her parents are...” She paused, her face 
darkening, “... jerks.” 


Lili, thankfully, never had to interact with the two Northwests before, but from the things she 
heard, they sound like the posterboy of those snobbish elitist that she absolutely despised. 
And they deserve something worse than ‘jerk’. “You can go harder than that.” 


“Assholes.” 
Lili cracked a smile. “There you go.” 


Mabel giggled. She made an effort not to, Lili could tell, but it broke out all the same. It 
lasted for quite a while, too, her brace-filled teeth showing all the while. She ended it with a 
relaxed sigh and a satisfied smile. 


“Wow, I needed that,” she admitted. Then, her eyes focused on Lili. There was a glint of 
mischief in them. “Speaking of first kisses, what was yours with Raz like?” 


Lili barely managed to hang on to her composure, and pretended like the question didn’t 
catch her off guard. “Why the sudden interest in my love life?” she pointedly asked back. 


“Well, we can go back to standing around in complete silence, if that’s what you want.” 


Lili sighed. She had to admit, this conversation was slightly better than the silence. Emphasis 
on slightly. 


“Fine.” There was a beat, as Lili realized that she didn’t really know what to say. That first 
kiss was... it was such a whirlwind of emotions, of excitement and anxiety and pleasure. 
Even after all these years, her cheeks still felt warm every time she thought of that first time. 


“It was everything I thought it would be,” Lili eventually replied. “You?” 


Mabel suddenly grew quite sheepish. Her lips quirked into a smile, her cheeks becoming 
redder. “Pretty much the same.” 


As sudden as it appeared, Mabel’s smile went away, turning into a deep frown. She suddenly 
looked worried, fearful even. 


“D-do you think... I should’ve waited? Until all of this blows over?” She shrunk into herself, 
her fingers bunching up the hem of her sweater. “I-I mean, I know what I said earlier, but- 
this isn’t exactly the ideal situation for a first kiss, and maybe I should try-” 


“Don’t.” Lili had to put a stop to it. Mabel’s voice with her usual pomp and glee could get 
annoying sometimes, but hearing it without her usual pomp and glee felt... off. “Just don’t.” 


“Bill is... we might die. No need beating around the bush about that anymore.” It was harsh, 
but true, and these past few days Lili always reminded everyone of that fact. Mabel averted 
her gaze as Lili continued. “You saw the opportunity, and you did it. If you didn’t, trust me, 
you’re just going to hate yourself.” 


A smile slowly crept its way back to Mabel’s lips. “You know what? That’s a great point.” 
She nodded, her smile growing wider. “We die with no regrets!” 


“We might,” Lili quickly pointed out. “Don’t jinx us like that.” 
Mabel, to her credit, looked properly chastised. “R-right.” 


She bounced back quickly though, as she usually does. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going 
to go spend my last moments on Earth doing age-appropriate acts with the love of my life.” 
She raised a rather suggestive eyebrow at Lili. “You doing the same?” 


“Probably.” Lili shrugged. “Although, with us possibly dying and all, I might make things a 
bit age-inappropriate.” 


Mabel whistled, before she immediately broke down laughing, so much so that she started 
snorting. Lili did her best to hold it back, but a small chuckle still managed to slip out of her 
lips. 


A distant rumble immediately silenced them both. They slowly turned their heads towards the 
source. 


In the distance, floating high above what used to be central Gravity Falls, composed of dark 
red-brown stone, with lava-like orange-red glow shining through its cracks, was Bill Cipher’s 
Fearamid. That’s where Bill and his demon friends reside. That’s where Bill held Ford Pines 
captive. That’s where the fate of the world will be decided. 


“How long until we go?” 


“One hour.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The countdown nears its end. 


This one features quite an odd couple in the form of Lili and Mabel. It’s not a dynamic 
that I dabble with often, but it’s always interesting whenever I do. I’d imagine Lili 
would find Mabel to be insufferable most of the time, with the exception of moments 
such as this one, where they could get along surprisingly well. 


Next week, we finish things off with one last pairing, and it’s a pairing that I’d imagine a 
lot of you are very excited for. See you then. 


The Witch & the Seeker 


Chapter Summary 


Norman has something important to say to Dipper. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I do not own any of the characters featured here. 


In the distance, floating high above what used to be central Gravity Falls, composed of dark 
red-brown stone, with lava-like orange-red glow shining through its cracks, was Bill Cipher’s 
Fearamid. That’s where Bill and his demon friends reside. That’s where Bill held Ford Pines 
captive. That’s where the fate of the world will be decided. 


For close to a week now, Norman has lived under its shadow. It was the closest thing he’d 
ever felt to actual Hell, but in only a few minutes, one way or another it will all come to end. 
Either this crazy plan of launching an all-or-nothing assault on the Fearamid would succeed, 
and they defeat Bill and save the world, or it won’t. 


Nearly everyone had gathered inside the Shack for the final stages of preparation for the 
assault. Norman was among the last ones to remain outside. Him, and Dipper, who was only 
a few paces ahead of him, standing at the edge of the Shack’s magical barrier, silently gazing 
upwards at the distant Fearamid. 


Norman drew a deep, nervous, calming breath, and called out, “Dipper.” 


Dipper shifted in his stance, like he was startled out of his thoughts. He glanced over his 
shoulder, caught one look of Norman’s expression, and frowned. 


“How long until we go?” 
“Five minutes.” 


Dipper sighed. He turned his attention back to the Fearamid for a moment, before he turned 
on his heels, his lips quirked into a dry, humorless smile. 


“Well. Now or never,” he spoke. His eyes looked so tired. He’d tried to hide it, but Norman 
could still see it. 


It felt wrong to say nothing at the sight of it, so Norman said, “We can do this, Dipper. We’ll 
get Ford back, and he’ll know how to beat Bill for good. I know we can win.” 


Dipper raised an eyebrow at that. “Weird. I always took you for a realist.” 


“If there’s ever a time to be an optimist, it’s now.” Norman hoped he’d said it with enough 
confidence to at least affect Dipper. 


Dipper breathed out the tiniest of laughs. Norman smiled, both in satisfaction and in relief. 


Dipper sighed again, before he began to walk towards the Shack, and towards Norman. 
“Here’s to the rest of our lives,” he remarked, wearing a familiar dry smile, as he passed by 
Norman. 


Norman’s smile fell as Dipper passed him. There was a reason why Norman approached 
Dipper while he was all alone. He’d spent damn near a week psyching himself up for this 
moment. A lot of nervous pacing, a lot of second guessing, and too many worst case 
scenarios passing his thoughts to count. After all of that, he won’t let this chance slip away so 
easily. 


“Wait.” 


Norman reached out and grabbed Dipper’s wrist. Dipper stopped in his step, looked down at 
Norman’s hand wrapped around his wrist, then up to face Norman eye to eye. Norman’s heart 
thundered in his ears. He could feel cold sweat running down the back of his neck. This is it. 
Finally, this is the moment. 


Dipper waited with an expectant look. Norman breathed in, and out, and he began. 


“N-Not to doubt us or anything, b-but if we end up... you know, not making it? I just want 
you to know, I’m...” 


He faltered. The words were right there, at the tip of his tongue. He was so close to the edge, 
so ready to risk it all and take the plunge. All he had to do was to say it, right here and now. 
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Fear seized his heart. Doubt tied his tongue. Anxiety muddled his thoughts. The words he had 
so carefully prepared were gone in an instant. The plunge suddenly seemed too dark and 
deep. The risk felt too much to face. 


Dipper quirked an eyebrow. Norman kept talking, no matter how hard he tried to stop. 


“That we got to meet each other. All of us. Even though we get into more trouble than we 
should, and even though we ended up stuck in this Hell, I won’t have it any other way. You 
all made this worth it.” 


That was not what he wanted to say. That was not at all what he wanted to say. 


“I am more than lucky to have you all as my best friends.” 


Dipper smiled. Norman faked a smile. 


“Wow, Norman, that was...” Dipper let out an incredulous chuckle. “Well, you’ve always had 
a way with words.” He rubbed the back of his neck. A soft smile formed on his lips. “I guess 
I... kinda feel the same way. About this crazy, stupid, amazing team.” 


““Y-Yeah.” Norman had kept up the same static smile this entire time. He wondered if Dipper 
noticed it. “Sorry. For jumping you like that.” 


“Hey, it’s fine! I... I needed that. That was nice.” The soft smile Dipper had on his lips then 
went away. His eyes lit up, his features turning into something much fiercer. He didn’t notice 
that anything was amiss at all. “Now, come on. Let’s end this.” 


Dipper turned around and marched towards the Shack, his hand slipping out of Norman’s 
fingers. He disappeared under the tarp covering the Shack before Norman could utter another 
word. Norman’s legs buckled under him and he fell to his knees, his hands hanging limp to 
his sides. It took everything within him to not cry out in frustration, at his own cowardice, at 
his own doubts, at the cold that suddenly gripped his heart in an unrelenting vice. His final 
chance to say what he truly he felt, and he let it slip away, just like that. 


He felt his hands slowly turning into fists. The cold despair inside him churned and shifted, 
rising and warming until it wasn’t despair that he felt anymore. His eyes lit up, and he rose 
back to his feet. That pathetic, botched attempt at a confession; that might not truly be his 
final chance. 


He just had to make sure everyone made it out of this alive. 


He looked over his shoulder, at the Fearamid that hovered far in the distance, looming high 
over everything in Gravity Falls. A surge of energy trickled down into the tips of his fingers. 


Up there, he won’t hesitate. 


Chapter End Notes 


The countdown ends. The assault shall soon commence. 


Happy Halloween! I know this isn’t the most fitting way to celebrate Halloween with, 
but honestly? I’m just glad I managed to actually do something for Halloween this year. 
Tried to do a thing last year which didn’t really pan out. Maybe next year PII take it a 
step further and have it be something spooky, eh? 


Celebrations aside, now that this chapter’s done, that’s four chapters out of four and 
eight kids out of eight! And what better way to end it than with some good ol’ 
Parapines. As always, a fun ship to work with, even though this particular situation is 
not at all a fun one for them. Personally, I always thought their romance would work 
best as a slow burn type thing. 


Y’all, we are indeed getting very close to the end of this saga! It’s kinda bizarre for me 
to think that we’ve managed to reach this point, after so long of having this just a 
fantasy in my head. It’s going to be a long one for sure, which is why I will be splitting 
it into two parts. Part one will drop sometime in mid-November, and part two will drop 
at the end of November. 


Thank you so much for reading, and see you all in a few weeks for the conclusion of the 
Weirdmageddon Saga! 


Assault on the Fearamid - Part 1 


Chapter Summary 


At summer’s end, for the entire universe, once and for all. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
“Alright, fellers! Let’s hope this turns out better than my other inventions!” 


Those were McGucket’s final words before Mabel yelled for Dipper to flip the activation 
switch. Dread welled up from the pits of Neil’s stomach at those words, but he’s fully aware 
that there was no point in having second thoughts now. The entire structure of the Shack 
shook violently. Gears, both visible and hidden inside the walls, began to turn, their rusted 
creaking and clanking filling the air. The Shack, slowly but surely, began to rise. Neil 
swallowed the rising dread, drew in a deep breath, put on a brave face, and gripped the flag in 
his hands tight. 


The Shack swayed from left to right as it rose, and for a second Neil was worried it might tip 
too far to one side and fall over. Thankfully, that did not come to pass. The Shack rose to its 
full height without a hitch. The tarp that once covered it had been ripped open and tossed into 
the wind. 


“Shackbot fully operational, captain,” Wybie announced. He stood on a heavily modified 
dance mat, his left hand connected to the controls of the Shackbot’s left hand. Or, at least, 
that’s how Neil understood it. 


Coraline glanced at him and gave him a resolute nod. She stepped into the front of the room 
and turned on her heel, facing the others with an expression that Neil would charitably 
describe as the very picture of fearless determination. Far in the back, Neil noticed how Stan 
crossed his arms and grumbled to himself. 


“One small step forward for the Shackbot,” Coraline grinned, “one giant step back for Bill if 
he knows what’s good for him.” 


“Heck yeah!” Mabel cheered. “Let’s go!” 


The Shackbot took its first, unsteady step, then a second, then a third, and by the tenth step, it 
managed to find a steady march forwards. It eventually emerged from the tree line and into 
the ruined wasteland that was once Gravity Falls. Neil couldn’t help but frown. His heart still 
ached whenever he saw the state that Gravity Falls had been reduced to. Even though he’s 


only been in this town for a little less than three months, it already meant so much to him. All 
the friends he made, all the adventures he had; it was thanks to this small, unassuming town. 


Neil glared at the pyramid that hovered in the distance. It wasn’t often that he felt angry, but 
for this case, he’s pretty sure it was completely justified. 


The Shackbot soon stood tall in the shadows of the Fearamid. The cockpit had been 
consumed by dead silence. The tension in the air was so thick you could almost choke on it. 
In fact, Neil thought his asthma would’ve kicked in at this point, so he was silently thankful 
that that did not come to pass. Everyone already had enough on their minds without him 
having an asthma attack. 


“What’re we waiting for?!” Coraline’s impatient words cut cleanly through the silence. It was 
like a jolt that brought energy back into the room. “Break down that scalene fuck’s front 
door!” 


Grenda quickly complied. She raised the Shackbot’s right arm - the T-Rex one - reared back, 
and swung forward with all her might. The entrance was easily reduced to rubble, and just to 
add insult to injury, she made the T-Rex’s head roar. She withdrew the hand, the Shackbot 
taking a few steps back. From inside the Fearamid, Neil heard Bill’s voice echoing, 
complaining about how he just fixed the door. It was incredibly petty, but Neil felt an extra 
level of satisfaction about the act now. 


Then, Coraline shot Neil a smirk. “You’re up.” 


A hand clamped down on Neil’s shoulder. It was Raz’s, offering him a determined grin. “Go 
get ‘em, tiger,” he said. 


Neil gulped, but he still smiled back at them both. His gaze drifted down to the flag he held 
in his hands. His palms were practically soaked with sweat by now, so he gripped the flag 
extra tight. Dropping it now would be one of the most embarrassing things he could do, and 
he’d done a lot. Turning on his heels, he made his way out of the cockpit. Everyone he passed 
offered him quick words of encouragement, even Stan, which he took with a gracious smile. 


Exit the cockpit, down the stairs, out the front door, and Neil suddenly found himself 
standing side by side with Soos on what used to be the Shack’s front entrance. Soos also 
brought a flag with him, which, in Neil’s opinion was a pretty good flag, but it couldn’t hold 
a candle to the flag in Neil’s hands. Soos, however, did beat Neil to it when it came to 
unfurling and actually revealing said flag. 


“It’s the Shackbot, dudes!” Soos announced as he planted the flag into the wooden floor. The 
flag waved freely in the wind. It was a rather intricate combination of symbols, courtesy of 
Mabel, with the bold words of ‘Take Back The Falls’ emblazoned upon it. 


Neil did the same; unfurling the flag, planting it into the floor, and letting it wave in the dry 
wind. His was Mabel-designed, like Soos’ flag, but the design was a little simpler. It bore the 
words ‘Mystery Kids’ with each letter obviously designed after each member of the Mystery 
Kids. 


Bill’s voice echoed from inside the Fearamid, ordering his demonic minions to face them. His 
minions heeded his command, leaping off of the Fearamid one after another, until seven of 
stood opposite of the Shackbot. Each of them was terrifying, and disgusting, and despicable, 
and Neil’s knees might be shaking a little. He had to lean against the flag a bit to keep 
himself standing. 


Soos didn’t seem to share Neil’s fear. In fact, he had a mic out. “Uh, hey dudes, is this thing 
on? Test?” His words carried on through the Shackbot’s speakers. There was some high- 
pitched feedback, drawing a groan from Bill’s minions, and even Neil had to wince a bit. 


“Heh, uh, I just want you monster dudes to hand over Ford or we have to, like, fight and 
junk?” Soos continued. His words were met with unanimous disapproval, judging from how 
Bill’s minions responded with a cacophony of growls, snarls, and hisses. The whole display 
came off as pretty darn hostile. 


Even Soos shrunk back slightly from that response. He glanced back at Neil, offering up the 
mic. “You, uh, wanted to say something, right, dude?” he asked. 


Neil nodded, a bit stiffly at first, but with more vigor later on. He accepted the mic, brought it 
closer to his face, and tried his best to stand up a little straighter. 


“Uh, hey, you, Bill! A-and all of your minions, too!” That was not at all a strong start. “Y- 
yeah, all of you! You’re all, um, going to pay! F-for what you did! To this town and everyone 
in it! I guarantee it!” 


Bill’s minions glanced at one another for a moment, before they all burst out laughing. 
Neil scowled. He drew a deep breath, puffed out his chest, and began once more, with gusto. 


“Listen here, you freaky demon bastards!” A grin broke out on Neil’s features. “That goes 
for you too, Bill! Listen up!” 


The minions’ laughter came to an immediate halt. They eyed Neil closely, some even glaring 
at him. Usually, being stared down by a pack of nettled demons would scare the heck out of 
him, but today just seemed to be full of surprises. 


“You know, you all made plenty of mistakes! Coming here, destroying the town, turning the 
townsfolk to stone; all terrible things. But! There’s one mistake you did that’s worse than all 
the rest. You messed with the Mystery Kids. Now, you’re going to learn one very important 

lesson!” 


His voice might’ve cracked a few times during his speech, which wasn’t ideal, but he kept at 
it. Despite the minor slip-ups, it still managed to rile up Bill’s minions. They didn’t just look 
nettled anymore; they looked furious. Neil stomped a step forward, finishing his speech with 
a shriek. 


“Don t mess with the Mystery Kids!” 


A wild grin had crept its way to his lips, Neil realized, not that he minded. Neil also didn’t 
mind the fact that he most likely just made himself the focus of the demons’ wrath. Neil 
didn’t even mind the fact that one of the demons conjured up an illusion of himself horribly 
melting and dissolving in a burst of otherworldly purple flame. Neil didn’t mind it all. What 
he did; Neil didn’t regret it. Not at all. 


Suddenly, one of Bill’s minions pointed at the Shackbot and cried out, “Attack!” 


The entire Shackbot rumbled, shifting into a combat ready position. Neil quickly plucked out 
the Mystery Kids flag and immediately retreated inside the mech, Soos following only 
moments behind him. He heard gears clicking and creaking. Steam shot out from between the 
floorboard. It was as if the mech was coming to life a second time. All that only meant one 
thing. 


The battle has begun. 


Wybie had been sweating bullets during the entirety of the Shackbot’s march towards the 
Fearamid. He damn near had an honest-to-god mental breakdown as Bill’s demonic minions 
emerged from the Fearamid, each one more than enough to fuel a nightmare or ten. However, 
that all changed the moment Neil gave his speech. That speech marked the second time today 
Wybie found himself in awe of the sheer balls that Neil had. As Neil’s speech ended, Wybie 
decided it’s about damn time he grow a pair. As the demons charged towards the Shackbot, 
Wybie planted his feet, gritted his teeth, and prepared for chaos. 


And chaos was exactly what he got. 


One demon lunged with flaming claws bared. The Shackbot’s T-Rex arm caught the demon 
in midair and slammed it headfirst into the dirt. Another demon, a hulking beast with four 
legs, rammed against the Shackbot’s side at full speed. The Shackbot buckled, stumbled, but 
with desperate calibrations and deft footwork, it stayed on its feet. The mech turned, totem 
cannon at the ready, and fired off five shots at the hulking demon. Three found its mark, the 
demon reeling back from the pain. A third demon, a set of teeth with arms and legs, leapt off 
of the hulking demon’s back at the Shackbot, its jaw stretched open impossibly wide. Wybie 
moved the Shackbot’s left arm - a three-pronged claw - and swatted the demon away into the 
distance. Wybie barely had time to breathe before a demon latched onto the Shackbot’s back 
and began to gnaw at the barrier. 


Things became far less lucid for Wybie from that point. Everything was a blur of swings and 
blows, of hits and misses, of action and reaction. At some point, the eye-bats joined the fray, 
zipping up and down and left and right, sometimes as a distraction, sometimes to attack. 
More than once, he spotted Coraline, Raz, Lili, and Wendy outside, fighting off the eye-bats 
by firing psi-blasts, throwing rocks, or, as in the case of Coraline, just straight up jumping 
onto them and then riding them into the Shackbot’s weapons. 


Those brief glimpses of that girl’s insanity drove him to push on. A thrill has overtaken him. 
A daredevil’s thrill. 


One by one, each of Bill’s minions fell before the Shackbot. The hulking beast was tossed far 
into the horizon. The teeth with arms and legs, set alight and crushed underneath the 
Shackbot’s foot. Eventually, despite all odds, only one demon minion remained. It had sickly 
green skin, stretched over a gangly, emaciated frame. Obsidian claws, wicked fangs, pointed 
ears like the devil’s horns, and a pair of eyes in the form of two 8-balls. Wybie recognized 
that demon immediately. 


That was the one that almost killed Coraline. 


The demon brandished its claws and moaned. The Shackbot primed its totem cannon, aimed, 
and unloaded. 


The first cannon shell stunned the demon. It had no time to recover before the rest of the 
shells rained upon it. With the cannon still unloading, the Shackbot advanced, almost calmly, 
taking one deliberate step after another towards the demon. By the time the mech got close 
enough, the demon had been reduced to a blackened, crumpled heap, lying by the Shackbot’s 
feet. But that wasn’t enough. 


Wybie wanted blood. 


“Grab it, Grenda!” he barked. Grenda quickly did so; the T-Rex head clamping around its 
thin torso and lifting it up. 


The demon struggled weakly in the T-Rex’s grip. Wybie simply grinned. He raised his left 
arm and slammed the button he hid underneath his wrist. It wasn’t part of McGucket’s 
original blueprints, but in the hectic rush to build the mech, Wybie managed to slip it in, just 
for this special occasion. A hatch opened in the center of the Shackbot’s three-pronged claw, 
and out came a long spike, originally only a metal flagpole, ringed with rows and rows of 
barbed wires. 


Wybie positioned the tip of the spike to hover inches away from the demon’s left eye. The 
demon froze. Wybie felt some heads turning to stare at him, but he didn’t care. He pulled his 
left hand back, then pushed forward with a long, cracking roar. 


The demon screamed and screamed and screamed, and neither it nor Wybie stopped until the 
base of the spike was jammed against the demon’s eye, and the spike’s tip burst out of the 
back of the demon’s skull. Wybie panted. His throat was dry, his voice hoarse. But he wasn’t 
finished. 


“Lift!” 


The Shackbot lifted the demon up into the air. First, the Shackbot turned to face the 
Fearamid; Wybie wanted to make sure Bill sees this. Then, with all his might, he pulled the 
three-pronged claw to the left. He left the T-Rex alone; it was exactly where it needed to be. 


There was a sickening ripping sound. The demon’s head was chucked far to the left, 
bouncing along the ground a few times before rolling to a stop. The demon’s body remained 
firmly in the grip of the T-Rex head. Globs of yellow-green slime showered the Shackbot. 
Wybie cheered and laughed until he was out of breath. 


He could feel everyone staring now. He still didn’t care. He only started caring when 
Coraline reentered the cockpit. 


She stared at him, wide eyed, not saying a word, for what felt like an eternity. Her expression 
was unreadable. All Wybie could do was freeze mid-cheer under her gaze. Cold sweat began 
to run down his neck again, this time for a completely different reason. He felt like he should 
say something, maybe crack a joke, but with the rush of everything that just happened in the 
past five minutes, his mind came up with a blank. 


Finally, after too long, Coraline cracked a smile. Her eyes shined with a mix of amazement 
and disbelief. After a moment for his mind to register, Wybie smiled back. He could fee/ the 
tension leaving his body. 


“Enough!” 


Bill’s voice boomed across the landscape, and all that tension immediately came right back. 
Everyone’s attention turned forwards. Bill has finally emerged from his Fearamid, and he 
looked fucking pissed. 


Wybie planted his feet, gritted his teeth, and prepared for chaos. 


When Bill’s barrage of attacks was completely nullified by the Shack’s barrier, Mabel 
grinned so wide the sides of her cheeks started to hurt. When the Shackbot’s T-Rex hand 
reached up and ripped out Bill’s eye from its socket, Mabel cheered like she never cheered 
before in her life. The best thing about it was that she wasn’t alone. The entire cockpit 
erupted in hoots and hollers as Bill recoiled back, clutching his empty eye socket as he roared 
in pain and anger. Schadenfreude, Mabel remembered, was a word that perfectly described 
what she’s feeling right now. 


Dipper, as usual, wasn’t one to get swept away by the moment. “We’ve got him distracted!” 
he cried as he turned to look at Mabel. ““Now’s our chance!” 


Mabel replied with a resolute nod. She raised both fists into the air and hollered, “Rescue 
team, move out!” 


There was a sudden bustle of activities as those who chose to be on the rescue team made last 
minute preparations for the final push on the Fearamid. Mabel readied her grappling hook 
and tucked it under her sweater. Coraline gave her mace a few practice swings. Wendy 
sharpened her axe one last time. Grunkle Stan slipped on a pair of knuckle bracers. Dipper 
packed the size-shifting crystal flashlight into his backpack, just in case. He was the last one 
to get everything ready, and Mabel waited for him by the chute that led to the launching 
tubes. He caught up to her, and they both shared a reassuring smile, before they slid down the 
chute. 


The rescue team, as Mabel understood it, will be split into two waves, as there were only 
eight launching tubes installed. The first wave consisted of the Mystery Kids, while the 


second wave would be made up of Grunkle Stan, Soos, Sherrif Blubs, McGucket, Wendy, 
and Pacifica. 


Speaking of Pacifica. 


“Are you really, really sure you wanna come with?” Mabel asked, hesitantly, with a faltering, 
lopsided smile. This was probably hundredth time she’d asked Pacifica this question. 


Pacifica rolled her eyes. Asking that was probably a mistake. “Like staying here is any safer,” 
she retorted. Mabel had to agree with that statement. 


Mabel stepped back into the launching tube between Lili and her brother. The rest of the 
Mystery Kids quickly joined her, standing tall in their respective tubes. The second wave 
waited, each with visible anxiety on their features. 


“Okay, everyone,” Dipper locked eyes with everyone, practically bursting with 
determination, “we get in, rescue Ford, get out, save the world. Piece of cake.” 


“Piece. Of cake,” Lili muttered next to Mabel, but with none of the enthusiasm. 


“Everyone ready?” Coraline casted her gaze around the room. Mabel replied with a nod, and 
the others did the same. 


“Wait!” 


All eyes immediately turned towards Pacifica, who had yelled out so abruptly. She stepped 
up to Mabel, landed a brief kiss on her lips, before backing away with reddened cheeks and a 
shy smile. Mabel’s eyes lit up, and she couldn’t contain a grin from forming. 


“See you in a bit,” she said, adding in a small wave. 


Mabel caught a glimpse of Coraline shooting her a quirked smirk before she slammed the 
launch button. 


Up the tube, out the Gobblewonker’s head, and she suddenly found herself sailing high 
through the air, in what could most likely be a one way trip to Bill’s Fearamid. Despite that, 
despite everything, she let herself laugh. She let herself do small twirls and spins as she fell. 
With the wind rushing past her, with her heart hammering in her ears, it was hard not to. 


“Raz, Lili, now!” Coraline barked. 


Raz and Lili furrowed their brows and spread their arms, their palms quickly pulsing with 
energy. A duality of orange and pink-ish glow covered each member of the Mystery Kids, 
and Mabel could feel her descent slowing, the wind that made her hair flail wildly behind her 
growing weaker. Their freefall turned into something more of a glide, with Raz and Lili 
steering them all, and the duo steered them straight into a triangle-shaped opening on the 
Fearamid’s exterior. 


The Fearamid already looked, and was, pretty massive on the outside, but somehow it was 
even more massive on the inside. Mabel guessed they must have fallen for a few stories 


before the ground became even close enough for landing. Raz and Lili closed their palms into 
fists, their fall slowing more and more, until they hovered only inches along the surface. The 
glow around them dissipated, and they all landed on steady feet, ready and alert. 


“Eyes up, everyone,” Coraline commanded in a harsh whisper. “Stay sharp.” 


Only seconds behind the Mystery Kids was the second wave, coasting through the same 
opening, only their method was with makeshift parachutes. Mabel watched them land, some 
doing so with more grace then others; Wendy landed with a practiced roll into a three point 
landing, while Grunkle Stan practically face planted onto the floor. Mabel had to stop herself 
from visibly grimacing at that. Grunkle Stan was already in a pretty grumpy mood today. 


Pacifica landed with a little stumble, but she managed to keep both of her feet on the ground. 
She struggled to undo the parachute, so Mabel ran up to her. 


“Hi again,” Mabel greeted, putting on a cheeky smile. With only a few tugs, she got the 
parachute off of Pacifica. Just like she thought, Pacifica’s response was to look away with a 
pout. Same old Pacifica. 


With everyone gathered, they all formed a loose circle. Coraline immediately placed herself 
at the center, like it was the most natural thing in the world to her. 


“Raz, Lili, keep an eye on Bill,” Coraline ordered. “If he starts heading our way, don’t 
hesitate to scream your lungs out.” 


“Will do, cap.” Raz saluted, while Lili simply nodded. Without much fanfare, the couple 
dashed off towards the gaping entrance. 


“The rest of you trolls,” Coraline continued, twirling the mace in her hand, spinning on her 
heels to face the center of structure, “with me.” 


Coraline marched forward, everyone following closely behind her. Mabel paused, offering a 
hand out to Pacifica. She stopped too, staring at Mabel’s hand, then staring at the soft smile 
on Mabel’s face. Pacifica’s hand clasped tight around Mabel’s. Together, they ran to catch up 
with the rest. 


At the center of the massive structure was an equally massive throne. Even from a distance, 
Mabel could tell it was made from the petrified forms of Gravity Falls’ townsfolk. They 
closer and closer they got, the more readily apparent what a horrifying display it was. Dozens 
upon dozens of people, stacked on top of one another, to somehow form of a throne for a mad 
demon. It was breathtaking, in a bad way. 


“Boy, that’s even worse up close,” Wybie remarked. Mabel couldn’t agree more. 


Nevertheless, Mabel ran up to the base of the throne and shot her grappling hook at the arm 
of the throne. It snagged on something, and Mabel let her grappling hook pull her upwards. 
Once she’s up there, it wasn’t hard to find great uncle Ford. He was right there, on the arm of 
the throne. The problem was that he’s now a statue made of solid gold. 


“Found great uncle Ford!” Mabel called out to the others below. “He’s golden! And not ina 
good way!” 


To Mabel’s surprise, Gideon was also there, suspended inside a cage, wearing a ridiculous 
showman’s outfit, and dancing like there’s no tomorrow. 


“G-Gideon?” Mabel gawked. “What happened to you?” 


“Bill happened! Bill did this to me!” Gideon cried, panting heavily. “He cursed me to do cute 
dances in this cage for all eternity!” 


“I... h-how do we fix this?” 


“Mayor Tyler!” Gideon pointed desperately. “He’s the load-bearing human! Pull him out, the 
whole thing goes down!” 


Mabel nodded, eyebrows knit together in determination. She hurried her way to the petrified 
form of Mayor Tyler at the base of the throne. She wrapped a solid grip on Mayor Tyler’s 
arm with both of her hands, then pulled with all her might, once, twice, and with that second 
pull, the mayor was displaced from his spot, immediately returning to his human form. That 
act quickly caused a chain reaction, as every person that made up the throne was unfrozen, 
falling into a massive heap of townsfolk. The rain of people even managed to knock over 
Gideon’s cage to the ground. Just like that, Bill’s terrible throne was no more. 


That also returned great uncle Ford to his regular, fleshy form, as Mabel noted with happiness 
and relief. 


What came next was a flurry of joyful, tearful reunions. Wendy reunited with her family, and 
Robbie, and all her friends. Pacifica expressed her relief that her parents were safe. Sheriff 
Blubs rushed off and pulled his Deputy Durland into a tight, intimate embrace. Obviously, 
once Ford was unfrozen, she and Dipper quickly pulled him into a great, big hug. 


“Kids! You did it!” Ford laughed. Mabel and her brother joined his laughter. “I knew I could 
count on you!” 


However, Mabel did notice Grunkle Stan standing nearby, his arms crossed, a frown etched 
on his face. “Good to see you, bro,” he greeted gruffly. 


“Hey, hate to cut this reunion short,” Coraline stepped forward, the impatience in her eyes 
made apparent, “but we don’t have a lot of time.” 


“Right.” Dipper nodded. His smile disappeared, his expression turning into something almost 
grim. “Great uncle Ford, before you got captured, you said you know of a way to defeat 
Bill.” 


Ford’s eyes lit up, burning even, his smile shifting into a smirk. A dangerously confident 
smirk. “That’s correct. I do.” 


Ford picked up a discarded can of spray paint, using to draw a circle on the ground, as well as 
an image of Bill Cipher, ringed from all sides by ten distinct symbols. He explained as he did, 


that years ago he discovered an ancient prophecy foretold by the natives of Gravity Falls, of a 
collection of ten individuals that could create a force to counteract and defeat the chaotic 
nature of Bill’s power. Ten individuals who happened to be standing in this chamber right this 
second. Ford himself, the six-fingered hand, Robbie, the stitched heart, McGucket, the pair of 
spectacles, Soos, the question mark, Gideon, the pentagram, Pacifica, the llama, Wendy, the 
bag of ice, Dipper, the pine tree, and Mabel, the shooting star. 


Mabel stepped onto her symbol breathlessly, awe shining in her eyes. She had no idea that 
she was a part of any kind of prophecy, and the thought of it sent tingly shivers down her 
spine. 


“The rest of you get out! It’s too dangerous!” Ford shouted out to the rest of the townsfolk 
watching them. They followed his order without hesitation, practically stampeding out of the 
chamber in droves. Now, the only ones remaining were the ten people spoken in legend, and 
the eight members of the Mystery Kids. 


“Now. Hold hands, everyone.” 


Mabel did so, holding hands with Pacifica, which was great, and with Gideon, which wasn’t 
so great. She gasped as they all began to glow bright blue, the wind picking up all around 
them, and she felt some kind of strange energy stirring within her. But she knew this wasn’t 
the final step, not yet. She eyed the empty spot between great uncle Ford and Soos. The 
symbol on it was one that she had seen many times before. 


“We just need one more person.” Ford turned his head towards Grunkle Stan, who had kept 
his distance from the group, looking out an opening, his arms crossed. “Stanley! Stanley, 
you’re the only one left!” 


“You realize this is a bunch of hogwash, right?” Grunkle Stan called back, looking over his 
shoulder. “You really think some caveman graffiti is gonna stop that monster?” 


Mabel was just about to say something to Grunkle Stan. Heck, she’s pretty sure everyone had 
a word or two for him, but Coraline managed to beat everyone to it. She marched up to him, 
clearly not having it, and yanked him by the collar. “The world’s ending, ya old codger. 
Shove it, and move it!” She shoved Stan rather roughly towards the circle, him stumbling a 
few steps before he caught himself. 


Grunkle Stan shot back a quick glare at Coraline, brushing and composing himself. “Hey, I’m 
not the enemy here, people! Don’t forget who literally created the end of the world.” 


Ford frowned, his features softening. “I’m sorry, Stanley. I know. Just help me fix it. Please.” 


Stan’s expression remains unchanged. “Fine. Just do one thing.” He raised a finger to Ford’s 
face. “Say. Thank you.” 


“What?” 


Stan glared, taking a step closer to Ford. “I spent thirty years trying to bring you back to this 
dimension, and you still haven’t thanked me! You want me to hold your hand? Say. Thank 
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you. 
“Fine. Thank you,” Ford conceded. 


Grunkle Stan didn’t look like he was happy with it, but he still took hold of Soos and Ford’s 
hands. “See. Between me and him, I’m not always the bad twin,” he remarked. The circle’s 
glow began to intensify 


The clear animosity between Mabel’s two great uncles still brought a frown to her lips, but 
she still had faith that the two could talk and make peace with each, once things have died 
down. For now, just being able to end Weirdmageddon was already a huge relief for her. 
Mabel shared a hopeful smile with Dipper and Pacifica, and she gave Pacifica’s hand a 
reassuring squeeze. Finally, after what felt like forever in this hell, it all could finally be over. 


“Between him and me.” 


Great uncle Ford threw his gaze away to the side. Mabel’s face fell. A dark look crossed 
Grunkle Stan’s features. 


“Grammar, Stanley.” 


The Shackbot landed a devastating right hook on Bill, and all Lili could was watch. Bill 
retaliated with a blast of blue flame that bounced off of the Shack’s barrier, and all Lili could 
do was watch. The Shackbot fired off two shots from its totem cannon, one missing and one 
striking Bill’s arm, and as Bill stumbled the Shackbot went for a kick, which Bill managed to 
block, and he followed it up with a backhand strike that sent the Shackbot reeling, and all that 
Lili could do was fucking watch. 


There were so many moments, so many, when she could have fired off a psi-blast, or tossed a 
piece of rubble, or set something on fire, or literally anything, to do something against Bill. 
But she held herself back. The Shackbot was a distraction for the rescue team. Drawing Bill’s 
attention was the mech’s job, that was what the mech was for. It was Lili’s job to lay low and 
not do anything to would alert Bill, which includes attacking him. Still, Lili hated that. 
What’s more, Raz must hate that. She had no idea what could be going through his mind right 
now. 


Actually, seeing as he had been restlessly pacing back and forth endlessly, she might have an 
idea. 


The Shackbot managed to throw Bill off of his feet. It stomped a leg down onto Bill, pinning 
him against the ground, with Bill pushing back against the barrier. One of Bill’s arms latched 
on to the leg the Shackbot used to pin Bill without him realizing it. A leg, unprotected by the 
barrier. The realization came to Lili almost at the same time it came to Bill. 


“Hey, Achilles!” Bill grabbed the exposed leg with all four of his arms. He pushed, rising 
back to his feet, at the same time knocking the Shackbot to the ground. 


“Nice work with the heel!” Bill grunted and pulled, and yanked the exposed leg clean off. 
Lili could barely hear the panicked screams of the people inside the mech. 


“Fore!” 


Wielding the dismembered leg like a club, Bill struck the downed Shackbot, sending the 
mech flying and crashing and stumbling into a crumpled heap. Lili gritted her teeth. Out of 
the corner of her eye, she spotted Raz standing still. He had tightened his palms into fists, and 
they were pulsing with energy. 


Lili grabbed Raz by the wrist, and gripped it tight. 
“Raz,” she sternly said, “we can’t risk it. Calm down.” 


His eyes flitted from the fight, to Lili, then to the fight again, before he let out a breath. The 
tension in his muscles loosened, and he took a step back. 


“I hate this,” he grumbled. 
Lili crossed her arms and turned her gaze back to the fight. “Join the club.” 


The Shackbot did its best to rise to its feet, but Bill was already upon it before it could 
recover. Blue flame came to life on all four of Bill ’s hands, before he slammed them all down 
at the same against the barrier. The Shackbot was forced back down onto the dirt. The ground 
shook from the sheer force of the impact. 


Pain suddenly shot up from the back Lili’s head. The dull throbbing that had been there ever 
since Weirdmageddon started suddenly turned into a searing, crushing pain like she’d never 
experienced before, like her skull exploded, imploded, and was set on fire all at the same 
time. She dropped to her knees, choking out a strangled cry, her fingernails clawing against 
her scalp trying to stop the pain because it hurts it hurts it fucking hurts. 


She barely noticed a hand shaking her shoulder. Through the haze, through the pain, she saw 
Raz. He had a hand clutching his forehead, his eyes squinting, his features contorted in 
agony. He’s been saying something, Lili realized, but she couldn’t hear anything. All she 
could hear was the awful, awful ringing and all she could feel was the awful, awful pain. 


The pain suddenly subsided. The ringing ceased. Her hearing returned. The first thing she 
heard was Raz’s voice, in pain, but still concerned for her. 


“...you okay? Lili! Lili, answer me!” 


Tears were starting well up in her eyes, but she forced it down, blinked it away. She had to 
stay strong. This was not the time to break down. Maybe later, after all of this was over, she 
could let herself crumble, but not right now. 


“I’m fine,” she answered. To Raz, and to herself. “I'll be fine. P11 be-” 


Her words died in her throat. She caught sight of something from the corner of her eye, 
something that left her speechless. The rest of the Mystery Kids and their allies; last she paid 


attention to them, they had drawn symbols on the ground and formed a circle in preparation 
of what seemed like a ritual, led by Stanford Pines. Now, for whatever reason, Stanford and 
Stanley had begun trading blows with each other, Dipper and Mabel broke apart from the 
circle to try and break off their great uncles, and a screaming match broke out that Lili could 
hear even from where she was. 


“Are they fighting?!” 


Raz whipped his head in their direction. His jaw dropped. Lili managed to rise up to her feet 
just from the sheer fury that boiled up inside her. She would have stomped over there and 
joined the screaming match - and do her damn best to win - if not for Raz grabbing her by the 
shoulder. 


“Uh... Lili?” 


Lili turned to face him with a glare, but that glare quickly melted away, once she realized that 
Raz was facing in the direction of the battle outside, and that his features had contorted into 
one of wide-eyed terror. A chill ran down her spine. She slowly pivoted in place, dreading 
what she’s about to see. 


The Shackbot lie in scraps and pieces, completely ruined. Bill stood tall, victorious, twirling 
what’s left of the Shackbot’s totem cannon in his hand. He slowly turned around. His single 
eye glared up at the Fearamid, at them. 


Lili spun around and screamed her lungs out. 


“Bill's coming!” 
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“Bill's coming!” 


Lili’s scream echoed off of the walls of the massive chamber, louder than the bickering group 
at the chamber’s center, and immediately silenced them all. She took off in a sprint towards 
them, Raz only a split second behind. He looked over his shoulder as he ran, at the gaping 
entrance he left behind. Bill had not appeared through it just yet, but he knew they only had 
maybe seconds at most before Bill arrives. 


The lingering pain at the back of his head began to grow stronger. They might have even less 
time than he thought. “Everyone, run!” Raz yelled. “We need to get out of here!” 


The group spent a moment frozen, their eyes slowly widening, gears turning in their heads as 
the realization of what’s happening dawned on them. 


Coraline was the first of them to break out of their reverie. “You heard him!” she barked, 
pointing a finger towards a grand doorway leading deeper inside the Fearamid. “We gotta 
move!” 


That managed to break the rest of the group from their stupor. They scrambled, stumbling 
and tripping over themselves, towards the doorway that Coraline pointed to. It was all a 
chaotic blur of people and movement. Dipper picked up a discarded paint spray can as he ran. 
Mabel had her grappling hook in one hand and Pacifica’s hand in another. Norman stayed in 
place for a second longer than the others, his palms turning into fists, before he followed the 
others. Coraline made sure everyone was on the move before she herself started running. As 
Raz ran, he spotted a circle of symbols from the corner of his eye, surrounding an image of 
Bill. 


Raz and Lili finally caught up to Coraline, who stayed at the back of the group. 


“What do we do now?” he asked, desperate, through panting breath, to Coraline. 


“There’s a ritual that can stop Bill. We need Stan, Ford, Wendy, Soos, Robbie, McGucket, 
Gideon, Pacifica, Mabel, and Dipper to do it.” The determination and resolve that burned in 
Coraline’s eyes was almost scary to see. “We have to protect them, at all costs.” 


Raz nodded resolutely. His eyes narrowed at the ten people running in front of him. He’d 
done escort missions before. He knew how this worked. Ten people to protect. Ten people 
that holds the key to saving the world. Ten people he’s prepared to die for, if needed. 


He felt a sharp spike of pain at the back of his head just as he, Lili and Coraline passed 
through the doorway. The entire structure rumbled, and he could’ve sworn the floor began 
shifting. That could only mean one thing. 


Bill’s here. 


“You dirt walkers are trying to do a little ritual here, huh?” Bill’s voice sounds like it came 
from everywhere. Not like an echo, it was as if he spoke through the floor and walls and 
ceiling. “Tell you what; call it off and I promise I'll only make you all suffer for a few 
millennia!” 


Raz heard someone yelping, and even a few quiet whimpers, but they all kept running. He 
glanced back; the hallway behind them was still empty. It won’t stay that way for long. 


“We need to find a place to try the ritual again!” Dipper’s voice came from the front of the 
group. 


“And the time!” Wybie shrieked back. “We won’t be getting neither with Bill right on our 
asses!” 


A terrible plan took form in his mind. Raz’s face darkened. He skidded to a halt. Lili 
immediately stopped next to him, joined by Coraline, then Wybie, until everyone stopped in 
their tracks, their attention focused on Raz. 


“Raz?” Coraline’s eyes narrowed. He knew she knew what he had planned. 


Raz stared each and every one of them in the eye, putting on the bravest face he could muster. 
“Yov’re on your own for the place, but I can give you the time.” 


They reacted with gasps, refusals, and unadulterated horror. 

“Raz, you can’t, we have to-!” 

“No, no way, not in a million-!” 

“That’s suicide, Bill’s not going-!” 

“Don’t even try,” Raz replied succinctly, cutting them off. “Just go.” 


They didn’t leave, at first, but the look on Raz’s face made it clear that he made his mind. 
There was nothing they could say that would dissuade him. One by one, they slowly turned 


on their heels and ran off ahead. The Mystery Kids was the last ones to leave, and among 
them, Lili and Coraline were the ones that stayed the longest. 


“Kick his pointy ass for me.” Coraline gave him one last smirk, before she spun around and 
sprinted off to rejoin the others. 


Now, the only ones left were himself and Lili. 
“Lili...” Raz began. 
Lili raised a hand. “Don’t even try.” 


Raz couldn’t help but smile. It was stupid of him to even to try to get Lili to leave. Not to 
mention, rather hypocritical. 


His smile didn’t last long, fading as he turned to stare down the long hallway behind him. 
Beside him, Lili did the same, her expression grim and determined. The rumbling of the 
walls, the shifting of the floor, the throbbing pain in his head; they’re all getting stronger. 


Lili shifted her stance, bringing a finger up to her forehead. “We don’t stand a chance.” 
“No.” Orange psychic energy pulsed to life from Raz’s taut fists. “No, we don’t.” 


When Bill appeared, the pain skyrocketed. Raz’s knees nearly buckled. His vision blurred 
and shifted, it took everything in him to keep his focus. Just looking at Bill hurts, in more 
ways than one. 


Bill floated forward, closing in on Raz and Lili. He looked amused. “Goggles and lily pad! 
Planning on giving up?” He glared, and Raz heard Lili hissing, holding back a scream. “If 
you do, I’Il be nice and use your skin for my new curtains! Don’t worry; I'll make sure 
you’re alive and conscious for the entire process!” 


“Human skin... is a terrible match... for the aesthetic of this place.” Raz forced a grin 
through gritted teeth. It probably wasn’t the best idea to devote what remained of his brain 
power for snappy comebacks, but then again, none of his decisions today were particularly 
smart. 


“Wait, you’re fighting back?” Bill burst out into laughter. “That’s idiotic, even by the 
standards of three dimensional beings with overdosed minds like you!” 


Raz gave Lili the tiniest of glances. On my signal... 


“Sure, we might be idiotic three dimensional beings with overdosed minds,” the pulsing 
energy in his fists grew stronger, larger, swelling beyond the limits of what he knew was safe, 
“but we are idiotic three dimensional beings with overdosed minds that’s going to take! You! 
Down!” 


Now! 


Raz held both hands out, Lili extending out one. Two massive orbs of orange and pink-ish 
energy, each one larger than him, shot out from their palms. The knockback was enough to 
send the two skidding back a few inches. The orbs sailed through the air with a booming roar. 
Bill’s single eye widened in surprise. 


“What the-?!” 


Both orbs struck Bill square in his eye, the blast massive and deafening, Bill reeling back by 
a few feet. The entire structure shook, the corridor suddenly bathed in a kaleidoscope of 
orange and pink lights, almost blindingly so. Raz and Lili had to shield their eyes from the 
light and the sheer force of the blast. 


“My eye!” Bill screamed out, clutching his eye. “Cheap shot, you psychic inbreds!” 


No time to waste. Lili threw her hands in the air, eyes tightly shut, her brows furrowing in 
exertion. Bits of stone from the floor, walls, and ceiling was ripped out, flying to a central 
point above Lili’s head. Raz felt the intense heat of Lili’s pyrokinesis, and witnessed as the 
gathered stone bits began to melt, coalescing into a ball of molten rock, growing larger and 
larger as more material flew up to join it. 


“Cover me,” Lili whispered through gritted teeth. 


Raz nodded with a grunt. He sprinted off straight towards Bill, peppering him with small 
blasts of psychic energy. With Bill still reeling, he was oblivious to the growing ball of 
molten rock, and each blast Raz shot made sure to keep it that way. Raz easily slid under the 
distracted Bill, firing off a couple more psi-blasts for good measure, breaking off into a sprint 
again on the other side. Bill finally recovered with a grumble about his eye hurting. He 
quickly spun around and fired off a wave of blue flame. A levitation ball bounced Raz above 
the wave of searing, cerulean flame. Summoning a psychic platform beneath his feet, he used 
it to launch himself back at Bill. Twirling in midair, a massive, ethereal fist came to form 
behind Raz. He swung his fist with a battle cry, the ethereal fist flying past him, aimed 
straight at Bill. The fist struck Bill’s eye, impacting with a resounding, satisfying thud. Bill 
reeled, and Raz grinned. 


Down below, seeing her chance, Lili hurled her molten boulder with a grunt of exertion. Bill 
remained oblivious. Raz’s grin grew wider. 


Suddenly, Bill’s eye flitted left, finally noticing the molten boulder. A new arm suddenly 
sprouted out of his body, rushing towards Raz, rushing far too fast for Raz to react. Dark 
fingers clamped down tight around Raz, pinning his arms against his sides. Raz bit back a cry 
of pain from its crushing grip. He barely had time to even attempt an escape before Bill’s arm 
abruptly sent him swinging through the air towards, in Raz’s horrified realization, the path of 
the molten boulder. In that split second before impact, Raz hastily threw up a barrier around 
himself, and braced. 


The impact was overwhelming. The pain was overwhelming. It was crushing, searing, 
melting, pulverizing, all at the same time. His vision shifted back and forth between complete 
darkness and a blur of shapes and colors, and it took everything in him to not succumb, to 
hang on to that colorful haze. His ears were ringing, so loud he thought his eardrums might 


burst, but distantly he could still hear the sickening crunch of something breaking, the 
sizzling of clothes burning, Bill’s booming laughter, and even more distant than all that, the 
sound of Lili’s horrified screams. 


Raz felt another impact, this time not nearly as bad the first one. Some distant corner of his 
mind still had enough clarity for him to realize that he’s now lying face down on the ground. 
The appeal of succumbing, of letting it all go, has never been as strong, and it continued to 
grow stronger by the moment. 


“Raz\” 


Lili’s scream reached him once again, but only barely. It was followed a cry of panic. A cry 
of fear. 


Something stirred within Raz. Something that pushed him to crack his eyes open. 


All he saw was a blur, at first, but everything slowly came to focus as the moments ticked by. 
He saw Lili, standing closer than he thought she would be. She held an arm out, desperately 
reaching for Raz. Tears were streaming down her face. He had never seen her look so afraid 
before. Raz drew a strained gasp when he realized why. 


Her legs had been turned to wood. Her feet turned to roots, stuck into the floor. The 
transformation slowly continued to spread upwards, past her hips and up to her stomach. Bill 
floated behind her. There was a sick sense of amusement in his eye. 


“Trony is my eighth favorite form of humor!” 
Bill laughed again. Lili sobbed. All Raz could do was watch. 


“Raz, please, hold my hand, please,” she begged, the transformation spreading past her chest, 
“Raz, don’t let me go, I don’t wanna go, please, Raz, please.” 


Raz raised his hand and held it out to Lili with all the strength left in him, but it wasn’t 
enough. Her fingertips were so maddeningly, frustratingly close to his. He couldn’t muster 
the strength to close the distance. When her begging stopped, her sobs ceased, and she 
became deathly silent, her wooden fingers were only inches away from his reach. 


Raz’s hand dropped lifelessly to the ground. He choked and sobbed, hot tears streaming down 
his face. 


“Oh, boo hoo, kid. It’s only permanent if I want it to.” Bill turned around and began to float 
away from Raz. “Don’t bother getting up. I can make things worse for you.” 


The sight of Bill leaving, so indifferently, so nonchalantly, after what he did; it set something 
off within Raz. Something in him snapped, and he felt anger like he never felt it before. He 
had no idea how it was possible, or where he got the strength to do it, but he suddenly found 
himself barely standing on two feet, his fist faintly pulsing with energy. 


“Bill!” Raz’s voice echoed throughout the cavernous hallway. Bill stopped moving away. He 
didn’t turn to face Raz. 


Raz took one step forward, and stumbled. Raz took another step, and tripped. With every step 
he took, it threatened to send him crashing to his knees, but he didn’t care. He didn’t care that 
the energy pulsing from his fist fizzled out about five steps ago. All he cared about was Lili, 
and Bill, and how good the demon would look after Raz had beaten the shit out of him. 


In desperation and rage, Raz raised a hand, ready to fire. 
Bill spun around. He glared. 


Pain flooded Raz’s senses. It felt like a thousand needles were piercing his skull, like two 
mountains were pressing against his head, like his skull was set aflame with the fires of Hell. 
His jaw stretched open in a silent scream. He dropped to his knees, and would have fallen flat 
on the floor if he didn’t catch himself, his arms barely holding himself up. Something wet, 
something warm, dripped out of his nostrils, then dripped out of his eyes, then dripped out of 
his ears and mouth. A pool of red began to form underneath him. 


He could still hear Bill’s voice, mocking him. 


“Look at you! I’m barely doing anything and you’re already leaking human juice from all 
your face holes!” 


Raz had no response. He couldn’t think of any. His mind was a blank, empty of everything 
except for the pain. 


“You're never getting up from that, goggles.” The floor all around him shifted. “But here’s to 
make sure.” 


Water burst out of the floor. It rose to the air before the flow bent and curled, forming a dome 
around Raz, tightly closing in upon him. Raz let himself collapse to the floor. His eyelids 
lowered and closed. He tucked his knees against his chest. He had succumbed. Bill left 
without uttering another word. 


He had no idea how long he laid there, curled into himself, when he felt something wet 
tickling his back, the tips of his hair, and the soles of his shoes. He didn’t even have to open 
his eyes to know what’s happening. 


The dome was shrinking. 


“Turn right over here!” 


Coraline’s voice was confident and unwavering; the group following her directions without 
question, taking a blind right turn in the ever-increasingly mazelike corridors of the 
Fearamid. Her features were etched into a mask of undaunted bravery, but even then, she still 
found herself shooting looks over her shoulders more than once. That loud boom earlier that 
rocked the entire structure; no doubt that that was because of Raz and Lili. She just hoped it 
turned out to be a good sign. 


That right turn eventually led to the group passing under a massive doorway and emerging 
into an equally massive, barren room. Besides chunks of rubble, there was practically nothing 
to speak of in it; no furniture, no windows, no way forward. 


“Oh no, dead end!” Mabel wailed. Panic was quick to swell among the group. After all, 
turning back was certainly too risky of an option to take. 


Coraline’s eyes scanned the room closely. In spite of, or perhaps because of, her desperation, 
her eyes caught a glimpse of something in the far corner of the room. “Over there!” she 
shouted. 


Coraline led the group as they flocked towards it. As they got closer, it became clear that 
what caught Coraline’s eye was a doorway. A normal, human-sized doorway, unlike the 
gigantic ones she had encountered before, that had almost entirely collapsed in on itself, but 
it still had just enough space for people to crawl under. 


“Come on, everyone. Through here.” Coraline stepped forward and did her best to lift the 
collapsed parts of the doorway to create just the slightest bit more space for the others to pass 
through. Mabel and Wendy came up beside her and helped her with the deed. Without further 
prompting, one by one they crawled under the doorway, starting with Gideon, then Robbie, 
and so on. The Mystery Kids were the last ones to pass through, and Coraline made sure she 
was the last one to do it. She took a glance behind her for a moment, her eyes darting left and 
right for any sign of Bill or his ilk, before she swiftly ducked under the doorway. 


The room beyond was rather similar to the room before in some aspects; namely that it had 
scarcely anything but rubble in it, it had no windows, and no other doorways forward. What 
was different about the room was how small it was compared to all the chambers and 
hallways she’d seen in the Fearamid. The height of the ceiling was about the same height as a 
normal room, and even the rubble here was smaller. This room was basically the Fearamid’s 
equivalent of a crawlspace. Despite that, it still had more than enough room for the rather 
large group. 


Neil stepped up into the center of the room and looked around. “Hate to say it, but I feel like 
this room is about as safe as it gets,” he said. 


“He’s right.” Coraline wasn’t exactly happy with it, but her feelings weren’t important right 
now. “We’ll hole up here, try the ritual again. Hopefully this time no one 5 gonna mess it up.” 
She didn’t even bother with subtlety when she sent a glare to both Stan and Ford. 


“Sounds like a plan.” Dipper nodded. He walked up to Ford, holding out a spray paint 
canister. “Great uncle Ford?” 


Ford didn’t take the canister immediately, not at first. He was still wilting under Coraline’s 
glare. When he did accept the canister, he did so without as much as a whisper. 


Coraline threw her gaze to the side and silently scoffed. Good. 


Ford was quick to busy himself with recreating the required ritual circle from earlier in the 
center of the room. The other nine spoken of in the prophecy stood around in a circle, 


anxiously waiting until the mystical circle was finished. The rest of the Mystery Kids mostly 
paced around the room nervously. Coraline knelt by the entrance of the room, her eyes flitting 
between Ford working on the circle and the room outside. 


Ford barely managed to draw a circle when a voice echoed down the hallway and into the 
room. 


“Organ bags! Come out, come out, wherever you are!” 


Coraline’s blood ran cold. It was as if time itself froze inside that room. Everyone stopped in 
their tracks, even Ford, looking like a deer in the headlights. 


“Keep drawing!” Coraline snapped at him. He did so immediately. 


“Th-that was... was Bill,” Wybie stuttered. The horror in his eyes was all too palpable. “Raz 
and Lili...” 


Coraline tightened her palms into fists. As if the air in the room wasn’t grim already. Dipper 
wrapped his arms around himself, shaking his head. Mabel had her hands covering her 
mouth, trying her best to choke back her sobs. Neil collapsed against the wall, clutching his 
head in his hands. Norman stood almost deathly still in the corner. Coraline had to shut her 
eyes as tightly as she could. This was no time for tears. Not for her. 


She opened her eyes and stared out into the room and hallway before. She just had a grim 
realization. “We need more time,” she stated, simply. 


She wasn’t surprised when Norman immediately spoke up. “Coraline. No.” 


“What other choice do we have?!” Coraline rose up to her full height, drew her mace, and 
gripped the weapon tight. “I’m stepping out there and buying you guys time. None of you can 
stop me.” 


To her relief, no one actually took her up on that. However, when Wendy broke away from 
the circle, her brows furrowed and her axe in hand, Coraline raised her guard. 


“Don’t even try, Corduroy.” 


“I’m not.” Wendy raised her axe up to Coraline, handle-first. “I just thought you needed this 
more than I do.” 


There was a beat, a moment, where Coraline simply stared dumbfounded at the offered axe. 
When that moment ended, she readily accepted the axe with her left hand and gave Wendy an 
appreciative smile. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Stan breaking away from the 
circle too, opening his mouth to speak. Coraline’s smile disappeared. 


“Look, kid, before you go through with this stupid idea, you gotta-” 
“No, you shut the fuck up!” 


Coraline’s words were ringing, cutting cleanly across the air. 


“You think you still have a say in this?! Two of my best friends might be dead, all because 
you two ancient, idiotic troglodytes can’t keep your hate boners in check for five fucking 
seconds! We could’ve-!” 


Coraline held herself back from saying any more. Her eyes were starting to water. 


“Just do us all a favor, and don t fuck it up again,” she finished. Stan retreated back to the 
circle without another word. Not that he needed to say anything; the chastised look on his 
face spoke louder than words. 


Coraline casted one last glance to everyone in the room, to her best friends, to the people 
she’s fond of, to the people she once hated, and to the people that now kind of hate. She 
turned, walking closer to the collapsed doorway. She paused when she realized Wybie was 
following closely behind her. 


Coraline sighed. “Wybie. I know you know what I meant.” 


“Then you’re not taking a step outside of this room.” The boldness in his voice and the 
finality in his tone were unlike anything she’d ever heard from him before. 


Coraline spared him a glance over her shoulder. “And you’re gonna stop me?” 
“Tm... gonna try.” 


That’s rather impressive, she had to admit. Annoying, but impressive. Coraline set aside both 
of her weapons for a moment. She turned on her heels to face Wybie, finally. His brows were 
knit into a glare, his hands balled into fists, genuinely looking ready to do his damnedest to 
stop her. Gently, Coraline approached him, gingerly placing both of her hands on his 
shoulders. Wybie’s eyes flitted between them with a nervous glint. She grew closer and closer 
still, until their faces were only inches from each other, and she could feel his warm breath 
tickling her lips. Wybie’s eyes were wide with surprise. Coraline’s eyes were closed out of 
guilt. 


“Neil, hold him back.” 


A look of shock and confusion barely dawned upon Wybie when Coraline shoved him back 
into Neil, who immediately wrapped his arms around Wybie in a tight bear hug. 


“Wha- Neil?! No, let go of me, you-!” 


Coraline wasted no time. With one swift motion, she picked up both the axe and her mace 
and ducked through the collapsed doorway. 


“No! Coraline, please, you can’t do this! He’s going to kill you, you crazy-!” 


Coraline didn’t hear the rest of what Wybie said. She was already in a full sprint going down 
the corridor. 


Coraline briefly wondered how long it would be until she encountered Bill, and what she 
would do when that happened. She didn’t wonder for long. After only three right turns and 


two left turns, she skidded to a halt. For a moment, she tensed, her knees suddenly weak, 
chills running down her spine. Another moment, she shook off her doubts and pushed down 
her fears, and held her weapons at the ready. There, floating at the far end of the corridor, was 
Bill Cipher. 


Bill, from what she could tell, looked pleasantly surprised to meet her. “Doll face! Let me 
guess, defiant to the end?” 


Coraline didn’t bother gracing that with an answer. She took off in a sprint, full speed, her 
mace and axe bared and eager to rip a demon to pieces. 


“Oh, there it is! Hilarious!” Bill’s single eye turned into a deep crimson color. “Or it would 
be, if it’s not getting increasingly annoying!” 


Bill snapped his fingers, the sound resoundingly reverberating off of the walls. A deep 
rumble shook the corridor, giving Coraline pause in her advance. There was a sudden sound 
of stone grinding against stone, and Coraline watched wide-eyed, as an entire section of the 
corridor began to rotate clockwise. Another rough grinding noise, a different section of the 
corridor beginning to rotate, this time counter-clockwise. Three more sections rotating 
clockwise, four more rotating opposite, on and on until the entire length of the corridor was 
transformed into an ever-shifting, spinning, chaotic mess of blocks and stone. Coraline 
simply gritted her teeth and leapt from one section to another. There was nothing he could do 
to stop her from pressing forward. 


That was when Bill clapped his hands. 


The clap echoed louder than the snap. Coraline paused again, her eyes darting left and right 
for signs of something, anything, changing. Her eyes were drawn to a tile high above her that 
had started moving as if it was shuddering. In the blink of an eye, the tile suddenly shot 
downwards as a pillar in blinding speed. Coraline barely managed to move her foot only a 
split second before the stone pillar struck where it once was. More and more pillars shot out 
of the ever-changing floors, walls, and ceiling, all throughout the corridor, adding in to the 
cavalcade of chaotic madness before her. Not that she’s deterred, not in the slightest. 


Jump. Roll. Sidestep. Vault. Leap. Slide. Both her brain and body, and the connection in- 
between, pushed to their limits. The smallest misstep, the tiniest miscalculation, and it could 
all be over in an instant. Against all odds, against the shred of doubt that gnawed at the back 
of her mind, she’s gaining ground. With every pillar dodged, with every platform traversed, 
the distance between her and Bill grew smaller. She heard another clap. Coraline doubled her 
speed. 


A pillar shot up underneath her feet. For this, Coraline didn’t dodge. She rode it as it carried 
her high into the air. Guessing she’s at the correct height, Coraline launched herself off of the 
pillar, both her weapons gripped tight, straight at Bill. 


Bill reeled, caught off guard. Coraline swung her axe. Bill swerved to the side at the very last 
minute. 


Coraline landed with a roll. When she looked back, she saw Bill glaring at the underside of 
his left arm, where a small, clean cut had exposed bits of the flesh underneath. 


Coraline leered up at him. “So you can bleed.” 


Bill shifted his glare to her. The exposed flesh reformed itself. He spoke, his voice low and 
distorted. 


“YOU SUDDENLY THINK YOU’RE HOT STUFF, DOLL FACE?!” 
Coraline almost laughed. Despite everything, pissing Bill off felt good. 


Her leer didn’t last. The ground shook and rumbled again. Her instincts screamed at her to 
start moving once. She leapt, and an earthen jaw clamped down on the empty air where she 
once was only a split second later. She barely caught her breath when she felt the ground 
tremble. She rolled, and a jaw rose out of the ground, missing her by inches. They were like 
bear traps, made from the floor itself. Coraline quickly learned to keep moving and move 
quickly. 


At some point, it became almost like a dance. A game. One that she’s playing with Bill, 
where she kept winning every round, pissing off Bill more and more. She grew rather bold. 
Confident. Overconfident, even. 


But overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer. 


Coraline leapt again, but she knew she slipped, her jump not covering as much ground as it 
was supposed to. Something solid clamped down hard on her left leg. Her jump cut short, she 
fell into a crumpled heap on the floor. Her mace and axe fell out of her grip with a clatter. 
Even without looking back, she knew what happened. Coraline got careless, and the jaw got 
lucky, catching her by the foot. She tugged with all her strength, once, twice, to no avail. She 
remained stuck. 


A shadow loomed over her. Her heart plummeted to her stomach. 
A single misstep. 


“Done? Can we now skip to the part where I win and you get to enjoy an existence of eternal 
pain?” 


Coraline’s answer was to reach for her axe and chuck it as hard as she could at Bill. The 
weapon found its mark right in his eye, but Bill didn’t even flinch. Coraline’s heart 
plummeted even lower. 


“You kids have a thing for being a pain in my eye, don’t you?” Bill blinked once, crushing 
the axe with just his eyelid. The remains clattered to a halt before Coraline’s prone form. 


“Do you have any idea how powerful I am right now?! I turned this hallway into a chaos 
carousel with just a snap of my fingers!” Bill gestured towards the gauntlet that Coraline had 
just passed. “And with another snap,” he snapped his fingers again, the cavalcade of shifting 


stones immediately grinding to a halt, before it reverted back to a normal corridor, “I can take 
it all away!” 


In her endless list of terrible decisions, Coraline decided to tack on one more, by putting on 
her biggest shit-eating grin and snickering, “Still managed to nick ya.” 


Bill actually /anded, the floor beneath him cracking. His eye, blood red. His voice, rumbling 
and distorted. 


“Your worst nightmare is that sorry excuse for a demon! My finger is enough to take her 
place!” Bill raised a single finger. “Here. Watch.” 


Coraline did watch, as the skin on that finger peeled away into a tangled mass of endless 
obsidian wires. Each strand was razor thin, razor sharp, glinting in the reddish light of the 
Fearamid. The ends of each strand suddenly solidified, morphing into metallic needles that 
danced in the air like snakes. Coraline was shocked out of her macabre reverie when Bill 
lowered his finger to point it at her. The needles shot at her, the black wires trailing eternally 
behind them. As they slithered closer and closer and closer, Coraline tried once more to free 
her trapped foot. No avail. She braced herself for the worst. 


Something suddenly stepped in front of her. 
No. Someone. 


She only had a split second of thought, but with that ratty, black coat and matted, dark hair, 
she recognized who it was instantly. 


“Wybie” 


Wybie had both of his hands held out. The mass of needles and wires quickly consumed 
them. 


“And the wrench throws itself into my plans!” Bill bellowed, annoyed and frustrated. 


Any instance of Bill being annoyed would have usually attracted Coraline’s attention, but she 
had other things in mind right now. “Wybie, what are you doing here?! I told you to stay 
put!” she shrieked. 


With the needles and wires still swarming his hands, Wybie screamed back over his shoulder, 
“And I told you you’re not doing this by yourself! P1 always follow you, Coraline, until the 
ends of the... of the...” 


Wybie faltered in his bold declaration, as the swarm surrounding his hands cleared, revealing 
that the needles and wires had literally sewn the fingers of each hand together into a single, 
useless limb. Coraline gasped in horror. Wybie stared at his hands, slack-jawed, too terrified 
to speak. 


“C-Coraline...?” His low, timid whisper was barely audible, but it set something off within 
Coraline. 


The wires weren’t finished. They pulled at his hands, pinning his arm against his sides, 
before it began to swarm all around his torso like rabid wasps. Once it cleared, it had stitched 
the length of both his arms to the sides of his torso. Even then, they weren’t finished, 
immediately slithering downwards towards his legs. They circled them, swarmed them, and 
once they were done, his legs had been fused together into one. Wybie was not prepared, 
teetering for a moment, before he fell to the floor with a yelp. 


The mass of wires and needles still hasn’t stopped moving. It had begun to creep upwards, 
headed to Wybie’s face. 


Wybie locked his gaze with Coraline’s. Wide eyes filled with fear met wide eyes filled with 
desperation. Coraline couldn’t think of anything she could do other than to plead, to yell out 
his name, over and over again. Wybie’s lips quivered, like he was about to say something, but 
he never had the chance. A needle pierced through the upper right corner of his lips, and it 
quick wound its way along the length of it. Within seconds, his lips had been sewn shut. A 
pair of needles went a bit higher, to his eyes, and before long, his eyelids had also been sewn 
closed. He still squirmed, he still screamed, blindly, in his grotesque bondage. 


Coraline collapsed, slamming her fist against the floor in anger, in sorrow, at her own failure, 
quietly sobbing Wybie’s name to herself. 


“Sit still, and I might just let you die.” Bill’s voice rang, distant, dispassionate. He turned, 
floating away from her. 


Coraline didn’t even think. She was seeing red as she reached for her discarded mace and 
tossed it at him with all the strength she had left, screaming bloody murder all the while. The 
mace sailed through the air, only to come to a dead stop in midair halfway through its arc. 
Bill spun in place, slowly, facing her with his eye glowing red. Despite her rage, Coraline 
shriveled under Bill’s imposing gaze. 


“You don’t know when it’s time to quit, do you?” 


She heard stones cracking, and to her surprise, saw the earthen jaw that pinned her foot 
crumble into pieces. However, before she could utilize the opportunity, she was enveloped by 
a blue glow, and she felt herself lifted up to the air. She flailed frantically, trying to escape, to 
no avail, rising higher and higher until she was at eye level with Bill. Her mace, still floating 
in midair, was suddenly, effortlessly split into two. Both halves flew at her and, before she 
could react, each one clamped and locked themselves around her wrists. She cried when her 
wrists were suddenly pulled behind her, the metal meeting each other with an echoing clang. 
The makeshift shackles melted and joined together, leaving her hands uselessly locked 
behind her. The pile of rubble below her that was once the earthen jaw cracked and crumbled 
even further into grains of sand. A sudden gust of wind cleared the sand away and revealed, 
among the dark-red tiles of the Fearamid, a small door. 


Coraline’s eyes widened in horrified recognition. 


The small door slowly swung open with a long, whining creak, revealing a lightless, 
impenetrable, unending abyss, and faintly, a singsong hum of something pretending to be a 
human woman. 


“Run along home to mommy.” 


Bill’s words rang in her ears as the glow surrounding her fades, and gravity took its course. 
Down she went to the abyss below, to her fated destination. Fear seized her heart in a vice, 
cold and unrelenting. Any semblance of composure had abandoned her. Her mask of bravery, 
of determination and valor, long gone, discarded. She screamed. She cried. She begged. All 
for naught. Plunged into the abyss, to be claimed, consumed. 


“Just a little doll, afraid of the dark.” 


Her scream was silenced as the small door slammed shut. 


Norman could’ve stopped Raz and Lili from staying behind, but he didn’t. Norman could’ve 
stopped Coraline from leaving the room they hunkered down in to slow Bill down, but he 
didn’t. Norman could’ve stopped Wybie when he broke free of Neil’s bear hug and went out 
after Coraline, but he didn’t. All those times when he could’ve stopped his friends, and he 
chose not to. All because of a strange, vague whisper at the back of his mind told him to. 


And now, that whisper urged him to leave this room and confront Bill. 


He nearly acted on it almost immediately. He managed to catch himself, instead casting his 
gaze around the room. Ford’s progress on the ritual circle was halfway complete, and all ten 
of the people needed for the ritual were all here, safe and sound. Logically, there was no need 
to step outside of this room. 


Norman watched Ford as he moved to finish the lower half of Bill’s depiction, but as he 
pressed down on the can’s nozzle, instead of a spray of blue paint, all that came out was a 
hiss and empty air. 


“Oh no.” Ford frantically shook the can and tried again, only to get the same result. “This 
can’s empty.” 


There it was. The reason. 


The entire structure suddenly rumbled. Tiny chunks of the ceiling broke off and fell to the 
floor. Norman jumped as an all-too familiar voice filled the air. 


“T’m getting really tired of these distractions, Fordsy!” Bill’s voice sounded livid. “You throw 
one more kid at me, and I’m gonna lose it!” 


That was another reason. 
“What do we do now, dudes?!” Soos shouted, clutching the top of his head. 


“We can still finish the circle!” Ford yelled out. “Quick, everyone search for something 
sharp, something that I can use to carve out the rest of the circle!” 


Everyone was quick to do so, scampering towards the piles of rubble scattered around the 
room. Neil did so too. Norman didn’t. He had his eyes locked on the partially collapsed 
doorway, the only entrance and exit to this room. 

“Hey, Norman, c’mon!” Norman heard Neil say. He wasn’t expecting Neil to be suddenly 
standing beside him. “We gotta help look!” 


Norman took one last look around the room, at everyone busy scrounging through piles of 
rubble, then at Neil. “Neil, promise me you won’t let anyone follow me outside,” he said. 


It took Neil a second to digest what Norman had said. Once he did, he didn’t take it well. 
“You want to-?! Norman, why would you want to do that?!” 


Norman clamped a firm hand on Neil’s shoulder. “Just trust me on this. Promise?” 
Neil hesitated for a moment, but he eventually gave him a steely nod. “I do. I promise.” 


Norman replied with one last smile, which Neil was quick to reciprocate. As silently as he 
could, with everyone but Neil still preoccupied, he slipped underneath the doorway. 


Emerging on the other side, he stared down the massive, barren room he’s in, and at the 
massive doorway where Bill would soon emerge. One step after another he took, drawing 
closer and closer to the center of the room. Energy flowed from his center to the tips of his 
fingers, first starting as a trickle, but with every step he loosened his limits more and more, 
until energy were surging towards his hands. Some managed to escape his control, 
manifesting as quick lashes of yellow that burned at the edges of his sleeves. He was only a 
few steps away now. Out here, he won’t hesitate. 


“Wait, where’s Norman?” 
Norman stopped. Even out here, Dipper’s voice still managed to reach him. 
“Neil, where’s Norman?!” 


Norman couldn’t afford to take the risk. Without looking back, Norman opened his palm at 
the doorway he emerged. A bolt of lightning left his palm, quickly followed by the sound of 
lighting striking and of rocks falling and crumbling. Amidst it all, he heard Dipper’s voice 
screaming out his name. 


Norman drew a deep breath. Now he couldn’t hesitate even if he wanted to. 


Three more steps, and he was at the room’s center, standing tall, fists clenched, waiting for 
Bill’s arrival. 


The wait wasn’t long. Bill emerged from the massive doorway, his single eye already colored 
a vibrant crimson. He scanned the room, until his gaze met Norman’s. Norman might only be 
seeing what he wanted to see, but when Bill’s eye landed on him, he could’ve sworn he saw 
Bill flinch. 


“Ghost boy,” Bill said, his tone peculiarly flat. “Where’s the rest of your little troupe?” 


Norman glared up at him. “Whatever you say to me, it won’t work.” 


“Not even if I say I will make the people you loved suffer the most?” Bill asked, as if that 
question was supposed to be a joke. 


Norman’s reply was to hold out both of his hands, palms opened. “I’ve only done this a few 
times so far.” He changed his stance, spreading his legs to better handle the knockback, and 
gritted his teeth. “This is the first time I’m not sorry for using it.” 


The energy surging and building towards his palms were practically fit to burst. Finally, 
Norman let go of his control of it, letting it all loose. A singular bolt of lightning shot out of 
his palms. It split the air in a flash, crackling and hissing like a cacophony of angry snakes. 
Bill’s eye went wide with clear, genuine fear. Hastily, in panic, he put up his arms to shield 
himself. The lightning bolt struck Bill’s arm with a deafening roar of thunder, and Bill... 
yelped. 


A quick, weak yelp. Something caused by the spittle of boiling water, or a sudden shock of 
static in a dry day. Not by a bolt of lightning that Norman knew for a fact was the single most 
painful thing someone could feel. All Norman could do was stare, frozen, dumbfounded. 
Even Bill seemed bewildered, staring at the spot where the bolt struck his arm. His gaze 
moved to meet Norman’s. 


“T-Is... Is that the best you can do?” Bill asked, something almost like caution clear in his 
tone. 


Norman was too afraid to answer, because it was a yes. 


His answer must have been written clear on his face, because Bill began to laugh. It started as 
a low, disbelieving chuckle at first, but it quickly devolved into an unrestrained, booming 
guffaw. Norman stared down at his palms; at what he thought was something that could stop 
Bill. 


“Well, you sure made me feel like an idiot, kid!” Bill mocked as his laughter died down, 
mimicking wiping tears from his eye. He floated forward. Norman slowly backed away. 
“Here I was, worrying that I’ve got a storm coming!” Bill leaned closer, close enough that 
Norman nearly fell over. “But you’re still just a pathetic, little spark, aren’t you, Norman?” 


Despite the demon inching closer, Norman’s eyes were drawn again to his hands. There were 
sparks still, surging beneath the skin. “That’s... that was supposed to...” 


“Supposed to what?! Hurt me? Kill me?!” Bill’s voice rocked the entire structure. His entire 
body changed color into dark red, his eye turning into deep black with a shining yellow pupil. 
“I am beyond anything you’ve ever faced, witch! There’s no hurting me, there’s no killing 
me, there’s no banishing me.” 


That time, Norman did fall over. As he stared up with wide eyes, Bill withdrew. His 
composure returned to something resembling calm. 


“Let’s make this easy for everyone,” he said. His hand burst into blue flame, and he pointed it 
at Norman. “Tell me where Ford is, and I might not kill you.” 


For a split second, Norman had the urge to cast a glance at the collapsed doorway hiding the 
others. He easily resisted. Instead, he rose back to his feet and, though much more timidly 
this time, extended his hands out towards Bill. The surging energy was still there, electricity 
rippling across his skin. If he couldn’t defeat Bill, then he could still slow him down. 


Bill sighed. He lowered his arm, the blue flame fizzling out, much to Norman’s surprise. 


“Not done, huh? Fine!” Norman thought if Bill had a mouth, it would’ve cracked into a 
wicked grin. “Since you’re so eager, I’ll make this easier for ya! I'll give you a bigger 
target!” 


In the blink of an eye, and with a terrible roar, Bill transformed. The hands that took all of 
Norman’s courage to hold up slowly lowered themselves at the sight. A towering beast of 
crimson red, his body segmented by maws ringed with yellow fangs and slobbering, black 
tongues. Eight yellow, shining appendages sprouted from his body; six serving as his ‘hands’, 
two serving as his ‘legs’. His single obsidian eye, repeated three times across all four of his 
sides. The eye that was facing Norman narrowed down at him. 


“GO ON. HIT ME.” 


Something primal at the back of his mind told him to turn tail and run. Instead, what he did 
was hastily raise his hands back up again. Norman willed energy to surge to his fingertips. 


A bolt of his lightning left his palms. 
A wave of blue flame left one of Bill’s hands, massive and all-consuming. 
Everything turned black. 


When his senses returned, the first thing to greet him was pain all over his body and the smell 
of smoke. The second to greet him was a worrying numbness on his palms. The third was 
how he was sprawled on the Fearamid’s floor, arms splayed wide on each side. The fourth 
was Bill’s voice, low and distorted. 


“One last time. Where. Is. Ford.” 


Norman’s intent was to give Bill the middle finger, but the numbness on his hands made it 
hard to tell whether or not he succeeded. Although, judging from how Bill grumbled, he was 
hopeful that he did. 


“Fine! Be that way!” Bill sounded like he was huffing. “You should know this is the second 
time I’ve resorted to torture today!” 


Norman heard a finger snap. The earth suddenly rose and clamped down around his wrists. 
Norman gave it what amounted to a courtesy struggle, but it was no use. Even if he wasn’t in 
the state that he currently was, he had no chance of breaking free of the earthen shackles. 
Another snap, and the floor he laid on began to rise and straighten, until he was perpendicular 


to the ground, suspended by the wrists thanks to the shackles. Through the haze and pain, 
Norman realized, disturbingly, that the piece of the floor he was hanging from had been 
shaped to bear more than a passing resemblance to a cross. 


“There! Just like that fake thing you humans worship!” 
Norman would’ve rolled his eyes if he could. So much for subtlety. 


Bill circled Norman, all four his eyes searching the barren room. “I know you can hear me, 
Fordsy! I know you’re seeing this!” he bellowed. “Come on, Sixer! You know I can still 
make it worse for this kid!” 


With his head hanging low, Norman chanced a glance at the collapsed doorway. He quickly 
looked away when he caught sight of three pairs of eyes peeking through the tiny gaps in the 
rubble. 


No response came. Bill fumed, while Norman smiled in silent gratitude. “Alright, fine!” 
From a swirl of darkness, a giant nail materialized on one of Bill’s hands. He placed the tip 
against the palm of Norman’s left hand. The size was immediately made apparent, the ‘small’ 
tip covering the entire palm. On a different hand, Bill materialized a giant hammer. “I’m 
giving you to the count of three! Or this,” Bill pressed the tip harder against Norman’s hand. 
Norman had to bite down to hold back a scream, “becomes far more historically accurate!” 


Norman glanced at the collapsed doorway again. There was still no apparent response. Good. 
“One!” 

Norman drew a deep breath. To say that this would hurt was an understatement. 

“Two!” 


Bill raised his hammer. Norman resolved to try his best to hold back his scream. Out of the 
comer of his eye, however, he spotted a light shining through the gaps of the doorway. 


“Three!” 


Bill swung his hammer down. The rubble blocking the doorway began to shrink. Norman 
nearly cried out in horror. 


“Bill!” 


The hammer stopped inches from the nail. Both vanished into thin air as Bill ’s eyes lit up 
with glee. All Norman could do was shake his head in horrified disbelief. 


Dipper stood in the doorway, flashlight held out in hand. Beside him were Mabel and Neil, 
both trying to pull him back into the room. 


“It’s us that you want, right?!” Dipper yelled out again. “Let him go!” 


There was a flash. A rift. A break in reality. For a moment, Norman saw two Bills. Another 
moment, and Bill was suddenly floating in front of him again. In one hand, he held Dipper, 
and in another, was Mabel. They struggled with all the strength they had, but there was no 
escaping Bill’s grip. 


“Finally!” Bill raised Dipper and Mabel closer to his front-facing eye. “You kids really went 
out of your way to make things annoying for me! The good news is that it’s finally over! Bad 
news is, well, none! For me!” 


Bill held Dipper in front of Norman, practically waving him around like a toy. “Couldn’t 
resist, can you, pine tree?” he mocked. 


Norman’s gaze met Dipper’s. “Why?” he whispered, barely heard. 


“I’m not just gonna let him do that to you,” Dipper replied, true and genuine. In any other 
circumstance, Norman would have felt happiness hearing that. Dipper cried out as Bill pulled 
him away from Norman. 


“Now!” Bill leaned in close until his eye was at arm’s length from Norman. “How should I 
turn you into a corpse?” 


Bill lifted Dipper and Mabel to his left-facing and right-facing eyes. “Any suggestions? Pine 
tree, shooting star?” 


“Fuck you!” 
“You jerk!” 
“Just kidding! I already know the answer!” 


Something fell from the ceiling to dangle in the distance between Norman and Bill’s eye. 
Norman’s blood went cold when he realized it was a length of blackened rope, tied into a 
noose. 


“Just like back in the day! Isn’t that right, witch?” 


Norman tried one last time to put up a fight, to will energy to surge forth once more, but even 
that was impossible in the state he’s in. A pair of Bill’s hands moved to wrap the noose 
around Norman’s neck, their motions bizarrely gentle and delicate. The noose was tightened; 
not yet enough to squeeze, but just enough to always make its presence known. Bill stepped 
back with a sick sense of pride in his eye. Dipper’s struggle heightened into a frenzy, 
spouting incoherent screams and Norman’s name. Mabel did the same, even as she broke 
down and tears started streaming down her cheeks. All Norman could do was watch their 
anguish as he teetered ever closer to submitting to his own. 


“Going up?” 


The shackles, the cross that held him crumbled into dust. The rope, the noose around his neck 
squeezed and pulled. It dragged him higher and higher to the dizzying heights of the ceiling. 
Panic quickly set in. Norman’s desperate, weakening fingers clawed against the rope that bit 


into his neck. Air was running out. Limbs were going numb. Darkness crept at the edges of 
his vision. Faintly, he heard the twins, calling out for him. 


Terror, dawning. Despair, succumbing. Acceptance, settling. 
Faintly, he heard Bill, threatening the twins with death. 
Control, liberated. Anger, released. Hatred, unleashed. 
Hatred. Hatred. Hatred. 

Everything turned red. 


Everything turned black. 


“Last chance, Ford! You tell me how to break the barrier, or I turn these two into corpses!” 


Bill’s voice was almost deafening as he loomed over the doorway into the room where the 
others hid, completely dwarfing it in this monstrous form. In Bill’s unrelenting grip, Dipper 
still struggled to break free. Despite what he had just witnessed happen to Norman, despite 
the pervading sense of despair within, he still struggled with all the strength he could muster. 
Across from him, Mabel matched his struggle pound for pound, even with her cheeks still 
caked with fresh tears. 


“Great uncle Ford, don’t listen to him! He’ll just kill us anyway!” Dipper yelled out, his 
voice starting to become hoarse. He had no idea if it even mattered or not, but when no 
response came from the doorway, Dipper took that as a small victory. 


However, that feeling was short-lived. 


“Good point, Dipper!” Bill held the twins out under his gaze. “Maybe I should kill one first! 
Let’s take a pick, shall we?!” 


Dipper turned to look at his sister, their gazes meeting with one another. Terror was clear in 
their eyes, for each other as well as themselves. 


Bill’s pupil transformed into the shape of a shooting star. His eye locked onto Mabel, red 
light shining upon her like a spotlight. 


“Eenie!” 
Bill blinked. His pupil took the form of a pine tree. Dipper was bathed in red light. 
“Meenie!” 


He blinked again. A shooting star-shaped pupil. Red light shining upon Mabel. 


“Miney!” 


One last blink. Dipper closed his eyes. He braced for it come. At the very least, Mabel got to 
survive. 
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Thunder. Righteous and frightening. One that he didn’t just hear; he fe/t it. Shaking him to his 
core, leaving him feeling small and perilously mortal. His eyes shot open. A compulsion left 
his gaze drawn towards the sky. 


Dipper looked up, and saw a storm. 


A mass of black had engulfed the ceiling. It roiled and swirled, forming a tumultuous 
whirlpool of shadows. Breaks of light intermittently snaked from one patch of darkness to 
another. At its center, at the eye, was a blinding, yellow light. It looked unnatural, and it felt 
almost divine. 


Dipper wasn’t the only one drawn to the storm. Mabel did too, staring in a mix of fear and 
awe. Even Bill had his gaze drawn upwards. 


“What the-?” 
Bill was cut off by a wraithlike shriek. 


A flash of lightning. Dipper cried out when he suddenly felt himself falling. The landing was 
rough, but the hard ground was far more preferable than Bill’s grasp. Mabel landed the same 
manner, not too far from him. A few feet from the two was a shining, yellow shape, hunched 
over and panting. Looming above, Bill’s eye practically popped out of its socket, staring at 
his two severed limbs, the flesh exposed and burned, leaving a faint trail of black smoke. 


Bill roared in pain as the shape rose to its full height. 


The shape was none other than Norman. Beautiful, terrible lightning covered every inch of 
his being. It changed and shifted in every moment, nary a second of stillness. Snakelike 
flashes of electricity snapped and sparked at the air and the ground around him. His eyes 
were blank, yet filled with terrible, righteous fury. How he moved was unnatural, every 
motion and every twitch unnerving. Despite all of that, this was unmistakably Norman, his 
friend that he’d made at the start of summer. 


Dipper had never thought he would ever see Norman and feel such a primal urge to run away 
from him. 


Bill had ceased screaming. His eye glared death down at Norman. His remaining limbs burst 
into blue flame and he lunged. 
(2? 


“You deranged, little witc- 


Norman spun around. He held a hand up, palm opened. The world turned white. 


As color and sound returned, and as his sight recovered and he lowered his arms from 
shielding his face, Dipper jumped back in shock. “Holy-!” 


The entire section of the Fearamid beyond Norman was gone. The ceiling, the walls, the 
hallway; all completely obliterated. In its place was a gaping hole at one side of the 
Fearamid, giving Dipper a clear view of the blood crimson sky of Weirdmageddon. Gale 
winds rushed in, already beginning to chip away the edges of the Fearamid that survived the 
attack. What’s more, at first glance, he saw no sign of Bill whatsoever. 


Dipper’s stare landed on Norman. Could it be...? 
“Hey, kid!” 


Dipper couldn’t help but feel disappointed, when he heard Bill ’s booming voice. That 
disappointment quickly turned into astonishment when he actually caught sight of Bill. Or, 
what’s left of him. 


Out of his eight limbs, only two remained. Even then, one was already halfway gone. The 
entire lower half of his body was missing, and the same could be said of a small chunk of his 
just above his eye. Disgusting, dark red flesh sloughed and spilled off of him from every part 
where it was exposed. He was shaking furiously, painfully. He still had a glare fixed upon 
Norman, and it was one that could kill. 


“You missed a spot!” 


With a disturbing cry of pain, Bill quickly reformed all of his missing parts in a cacophony of 
horrible squelching noises. That nearly had Dipper groaning in frustration. The hope that 
steadily swelled in his heart came crashing back down. Even after that, Bill still shrugged it 
off like it was nothing. He’d imagine Mabel was thinking the same thing, based on how she 
slammed a fist to the ground. Norman, on the other hand, looked completely undeterred. At 
least, as far as Dipper could tell. He’s still having a hard time believing that the wraith of rage 
and lightning a few feet from him and Norman were one and the same. 


Norman unleashed a chilling, wraithlike shriek; a voice that was not at all like the Norman 
that Dipper knew. With a burst of electricity, he launched himself and flew straight towards 
Bill, leaving a trail of crackling yellow behind him. 


The approaching streak of light was impossible to miss for Bill. Blue flames burst into life on 
three of his hands. With a roar, he unleashed a wave of fire that sailed through the air at 
Norman. Norman easily danced in and all around the torrent. Darting around in speeds barely 
caught by the human eye, until he was clear of the onslaught. With another shriek, he doubled 
his speed, and was upon Bill in a split second. Bill desperately swerved to the side, but he 
wasn’t fast enough. Norman crashed into Bill ’s right side, obliterating a sizable chunk of his 
body and two of his limbs in an explosion of flesh. The impact didn’t slow Norman down in 
the slightest, speeding past and leaving Bill to scream in pain. He flew up higher and higher, 
only seemed to be satisfied when he was among the clouds, far higher than even where Bill 
was. Bill’s missing flesh and limb quickly reformed. He turned his gaze upwards and glared. 
It was clear that neither had no intention of backing down. 


The battle in the skies had Dipper so enraptured that he jumped when he felt a pair of arms 
tightly wrapping around him. He immediately calmed when he realized it was Mabel, 
hugging him, and he gladly hugged her back. A different pair of arms lifted him up to his 
feet. This time, they were Neil’s, who still had his eyes glued to the sky as he helped Dipper 
up. Not that Dipper could blame him. His attention was immediately drawn back to the fight 
as well. 


Norman unleashed another chilling shriek, the electricity covering his skin sparking and 
crackling wildly, snapping against the empty air around him. The sky around Norman 
darkened, black clouds congregating into one, as if summoned by his cry. They grew so large 
that, for a moment, the blood red sky turned pitch black. It was so dark that Dipper lost sight 
of Norman’s shining form among the clouds. He had a feeling Bill did too. 


Another shriek. The clouds burst into blinding, radiant light. 


A torrent of lightning shot out of the clouds. They crackled through the air to join into one 
upon Norman. His form grew brighter than even the radiant clouds around him. He brought 
his hands together in front of him in a tranquil rage that bordered on unnerving. Energy 
surged towards his palms, manifesting as a chaotic mass of electricity that hissed and snapped 
like maddened vipers, fueled on even further by the lighting feeding into him, growing and 
charging until it became something truly massive. As it reached its apex, Norman fired. 


Dipper shoved Mabel and Neil to the side, once he realized they were in the line of fire. 


The bolt of lightning was the largest that Dipper had ever seen in his life. It looked less like a 
lightning bolt and more like a divine serpent that descended from the heavens. It pierced 
through Bill’s eye socket easily, it pierced through the Fearamid behind him, and it didn’t 
stop until it struck the ground. Dipper pressed himself and Mabel and Neil against the wall, 
desperate to put as much distance between him and the streak of light as possible. The world 
nearly turned blinding white again. The strike ceased; the red sky of Weirdmageddon 
returning and Norman’s form dimming to its normal glow. 


“Again with the eye!” Bill cried out in pain, clutching the empty eye socket where his eye 
once was. 


Dipper gaped at the mark the attack left on the Fearamid. Beside him, Mabel and Neil did the 
same. By this point, the Fearamid must be just a few careless knocks away from falling 
apart. 


“D-do we... still need the ritual or...?” Neil said, nervously glancing at Dipper. By this point, 
Dipper had begun to wonder that as well. 


He didn’t have long to think, as Bill’s furious roar broke him out of his thoughts. If it wasn’t 
clear that Bill had been pissed before, then there were no doubts about it after that. 


Blue flame came to life from all six of Bill’s hands. He blindly fired it at all directions, 
flailing his arms around in a disturbing, mad frenzy, creating an ever-expanding ball of blue, 
fiery death. Norman was quick to dart around the flames, but even with his blinding speed, it 
wasn’t enough. He managed to dodge the brunt of the encroaching flames, but a stray trail of 


flame caught him by surprise and licked at his arm. Dipper gasped when he saw Norman 
veering downwards, the electricity around him sputtering out. However, it seemed he 
managed to catch himself, slowing down to a hover. He glared at Bill, furious, but visibly 
injured, one arm hanging limply at his side. 


Without hesitation, Dipper turned to Neil. “Yes. Yes, we do.” 


Dipper led the other two as they took off in a sprint towards the room where everyone else 
hid. Or, as it turned out, what was left of the room. The ceiling was gone and half of the room 
was replaced by a steep plummet to the ground far below. Thankfully, the ritual circle was 
left untouched. With the ceiling gone, everyone had a clear view of the fight that’s been 
occurring in the sky. Everyone, except for great uncle Ford, was transfixed, practically frozen 
in place. 


Wendy was the first to break out of her stupor and actually notice that the three had returned. 
“T-is that... Norman?” she sputtered, weakly pointing at the sky. 


All Dipper could muster was a slow nod. 


While everyone was watching the fight, great uncle Ford was still hard at work chipping off 
pieces of the floor with a rock, and thank god for that. He really did take Coraline’s outburst 
earlier to heart. 


“Finished!” Ford announced, stepping back with a relieved grin. That managed to gain the 
attention of everyone in the room. 


The ritual circle was indeed finished. Half painted on the floor half carved out of it. The key 
to banishing Bill, once and for all. 


“Everyone, step into the circle!” Ford shouted at the others. “Razputin and Lili, Coraline and 
Wybourne, Norman; they have bought us precious time! We must not waste it!” 


Dipper was the first one on his symbol. “This is for them all! Let’s go!” 


“For Gravity Falls! For the Mystery Kids! For the rest of the world!” Mabel grandly 
announced, standing tall on her symbol. 


One by one, the others followed suit, stepping onto their respective symbols. This time, 
without needing to be told, everyone held hands with each other. Dipper wrapped his hands 
around Wendy’s and McGucket’s, and held them tight. Mabel did the same with Pacifica and 
Gideon. The only ones left that haven’t held hands was Grunkle Stan and great uncle Ford, 
and Dipper couldn’t but sense a horrible feeling of déja vu. Silently, they gave each other a 
look; one that said more than a thousand words, more than what Dipper could infer from 
what he knew about the two. Still not saying a word, their joined their hands together. 
Everyone in the circle began to glow. 


Dipper felt the familiar sensation something stirring within him, of an energy building up to a 
crescendo. Dark clouds formed far above, a looming vortex of shadow with the circle at its 


center. It wasn’t nearly as massive the clouds that formed during Norman’s attack, and it felt 
different too, somehow. Norman’s felt divine, otherworldly. This felt earthly. Natural. 


Bill had been occupied with fighting Norman, but the growing mass of clouds finally caught 
his attention. His gaze shifted from the circling clouds down to the ritual circle. His eye 
widened. 


“No!” Bill abandoned his fight with Norman, flying towards the circle at full speed. “No, no, 
no, no, no!” 


Bill had murder written all over his glare. Dipper gulped. 


A bolt of lightning clamped down on one of Bill’s hands. Seven more lightning bolts came to 
restrain the rest of Bill’s limbs. The streaks of electricity trailed back to Norman’s fingers, 
using them to hold Bill in place. Bill tugged and pulled on them with all his might, one time, 
two times, but Norman didn’t budge an inch. Dipper let out a breath he didn’t even realize he 
was holding. 


The energy inside him finally reached its peak, Dipper could tell. He felt the energy leaving 
him; saw the glow rise from his body. The glow left everyone’s bodies, forming a circle of 
shapeless blue lights above their heads. Dipper watched, mesmerized, as the light above him 
assumed the form of a pine tree; his symbol. The other lights did the same; Mabel’s light 
forming into a shooting star, great uncle Ford’s into a six-fingered hand, Soos’ into a question 
mark, and so on. The lights had a gentleness to it, twinkling and shimmering almost merrily. 
Gazing upon them, Dipper felt a strange sense of tranquility washing over him. Peace. Relief. 


The lights began to revolve, slowly at first, but it didn’t take long for it to gain speed. Gusts 
of wind picked around them, circling them, as if following the lights. The shapes lost their 
form as the lights revolved faster and faster still. They blurred together into a spinning, 
luminous, resplendent halo of blue light that grew brighter with every passing second. It 
began to shrink, the revolutions continuing to gain speed, condensing into a single point in 
the center of the circle. Bill bellowed a wordless roar. The light gathered into a radiant 
singularity. Dipper grinned. 


He glared towards the sky, towards Bill. “Here’s to never meeting you again, Bill Cipher.” 


The light launched with a high-pitched screech. A beam of blue sailed through the air. The 
lightning holding Bill dissipated, Norman darting out of the way in a blink. Bill had nowhere 
to run. 


The light consumed Bill. It surged on unflinchingly towards the gaping rift in the sky. Bill 
pushed back against the light in a mad, frantic desperation. Pieces of his physical form began 
to crumble, the tips of his flesh sent back to the rift whence they came. In the throes of his 
enchanted banishment, Bill unleashed a roar of pure, violent rage. 


“PII be back! Mark my words! Even if it takes another trillion years! I will return and burn 
this pitiful dimension into oblivion!” 


More and more of Bill fell apart, dragged back to his dimension by the light. His hands, his 
legs, his top hat, parts of his body; collapsing into nothing but formless flesh and banished to 
never return. His eye was the last of him to remain, engraved into a seething glare. Dipper 
could’ve sworn that eye was glaring specifically at him. 


“EMIT FO HTAED EHT LITNU, YTINRETE LLA ROF, REVEROF! EID DNA EVIL I, 
EID DNA EVIL UOY SA! ENIVID RO TLUCCO YB NEKORBNU! ENIM HTIW 
ECNETSIXE RUOY DNIB I!” 


The last of Bill’s voice echoed throughout the land. The last of Bill’s presence in this world 
sent back through the interdimensional rift. 


For the second time that day, the world turned white. 


The sun was shining. Birds were singing merrily. Gravity Falls’ town square was packed with 
the townsfolk. All of them confused as to how they got there. All of them confused as to how 
everything returned to the way they were. All of them paid little mind to their confusion for 
the moment. For now, they all basked in the light. 


Neil, standing up straight and tall after pressing himself against a corner for most of the 
ritual, basked in the light. 


Wybie, spending a moment gasping in panic after suddenly freed from the terrible wires and 
needles that constricted him, basked in the light. 


Mabel, still clutching Pacifica’s hand in a tight grip as if her life depended on it, basked in the 
light. 


Lili, taking in a deep breath and staring in wonder at her form that now has returned to 
normal, basked in the light. 


Raz, realizing with a start that the bleeding had ceased and the encroaching dome of water 
was nowhere to be seen, basked in the light. 


Coraline, rubbing her unbound wrists and silently grateful to no longer be in the clutches of 
darkness and needle-like fingers, basked in the light. 


Dipper, scanning the clear sky in search of a particular person he held most dear, basked in 
the light. 


Norman, the one that Dipper was searching for, descended from the light. The electricity that 
covered his skin had calmed almost to a complete stop, ebbing away as he descended. The 
crowd parted and formed a circle at the spot where he would land. Dipper was the first to 
emerge into that circle. The rest of the Mystery Kids were only seconds behind. 


Norman gently touched down upon the ground. The last of the electricity clinging on him 
dissipated into thin air, leaving him as regular, plain Norman. He stood there, staring blankly 


ahead, for all of five seconds before his knees buckled under him and his eyes rolled to the 
back of his head. Dipper was immediately there to catch him when he fell. He pulled Norman 
into a tight hug, a smile on his lips, tears rolling down his cheeks. Mabel joined the hug. Neil 
joined the hug. Raz, Wybie, Coraline, Lili; they all gladly piled on to the big group hug. 
Smiling. Crying. 


No words were said. No words needed to be said. 


They won. 


Chapter End Notes 


And that was that, folks. The end of the Weirdmageddon Saga. 


This was, without exaggeration, a gargantuan endeavor to undertake. While I always 
knew this would take a lot of work, I was still not prepared for just how much work 
there would be. I had to spend several consecutive nights staying up late to get this done 
in time. I had to wrestle with my own expectations and hopes of what this chapter is 
going to be to get this done at all. Not helping was the fact that I suddenly had a 
mountain of college work to do. In the end, I can only hope that I have done the story 
and event justice, I have done the characters justice, and I have done the hype I built up 
myself justice. 


As for the chapter itself, personally, I’m overall pretty happy with how it turned out! I 
got to write awesome scenes that I have always wanted to write for months now, AND 
got to write awesome scenes that popped into my head in the process of making this 
chapter. Not to mention, everyone actually got to do something cool in this chapter! I 
realized Wybie’s part in Part 1 being a highlight for a lot of people was probably 
because he’s the only one that got to do something cool in it. Although, full disclosure, I 
will admit that the power levels definitely got way buckwild near the end there, with 
Norman. Definitely broke someone’s suspension of disbelief. Here’s hoping I didn’t do 
that to TOO many people. 


Now, while this might be the end of the saga, this is far from the end for this entire story. 
So, no worries to y’all who are thinking that this is the end. I’ve got stuff I’ve been 
concocting in the background for months now. New adventures, new enemies, and you 
guessed it, lots and lots of new additions to add to the team. For my plan right now, I 
have four more chapters that will act as sort of a bridge between this saga and the next. 
I’m hoping I can get them all done in December, so we can kick off the new year with a 
brand new saga! Get mega hyped for that, y’all! 


Last but not least, I would like to thank you, the reader. To those who have stuck with 
ever since I started this fic like three years ago, and to those who have only recently 
discovered this fic, I cannot thank you enough. Your support and your kind words all 


this time are like the fuel that feeds my fire. With it, this fire has grown brighter than I 
ever thought was possible, and I am eternally grateful for it. 


Thank you for reading, thank you for your support, and I hope you have a nice day! 


Upgrade 


Chapter Summary 


An important package arrives at the Pines’ doorstep. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 


Mabel has always been a bit of an early riser. It wasn’t a habit meant for everyone, and she 
fully understood that. How could she not, considering she’s been sharing her bedroom with 
someone who has a sleeping habit that was a complete opposite of hers for pretty much all of 
her life? For Mabel, the day was always so filled with opportunities that she couldn’t bring 
herself to waste a second of it. So, as usual, when her alarm went off and started blaring her 
favorite Dumpty Humpty song at max volume, she leapt out of bed before the lyrics could 
even kick in. Just like usual, pretty much every single day. 


What was unusual, however, as she looked out of her bedroom window, was how the sun was 
barely peeking over the horizon. The current time was still the early early morning, the kind 
where some people might mistake it for nighttime. This was extremely early, even for her. 
But, what happened here was no mistake. She didn’t accidentally set the alarm to go off at the 
wrong time. At least, not this time. She fully intended to wake up when she did, because 
today was a special day. 


Today, she’s finally getting her new grappling hook. 


After a brief dance session to an adequate amount of Dumpty Humpty, Mabel switched off 
her alarm and bolted out of her room. 


Sprinting through the house, through empty corridors and equally empty rooms, to arrive at 
the front door within seconds of exiting her room. Standing before the front door, Mabel 
clasped her hands together, shaking in place, hyping herself up for the moment. Finally, she 
unlocked the door and swung it open with a huge, toothy, dimpled grin. A grin which very 
quickly fell. 


There was no sign of any kind of package anywhere in sight. Not at the doorstep, not at the 
tiny set of stairs leading up to door, and not beside the mailbox at the other side of the front 
lawn. Even the red flag thingy that the mailbox had wasn’t raised. 


Mabel let go of the door handle, letting the door swing to a shut at a much slower speed than 
when it opened. Her brows knit together into a frown, wandering back down the corridor, 
wondering why there was no package to be seen. Maybe the package was late? No, that 


couldn’t be. The Psychonauts made it pretty clear they were going to drop it off at midnight, 
on the dot. Maybe her parents had already taken it inside? That seemed to be worth a check. 


“Mom? Dad?” she called out into the house. The house replied with an even silence. That left 
Mabel to frown again, this time with a pout and an extra serving of puffed cheeks. Speaking 
of servings, her stomach rumbled, and suddenly her thoughts were occupied with images of 
steaming omelettes and pancakes drizzled with copious amounts of maple syrup. 


As she made her merry and eager way to the kitchen, realization struck. 


She was so preoccupied in her joy and excitement that she had just realized, as she was 
dancing to the excellent tunes of Dumpty Humpty, it was not accompanied by the usual 
sound of a half-awake Dipper grumbling for her to turn off the music. 


Hypothesis; Dipper somehow woke up even earlier than Mabel, and then, for reasons Mabel 
couldn’t understand at the moment, decided to rob her of the joy of being the first to retrieve 
the package. To solve that hypothesis, Mabel had a simple, one-step plan. 


To the shed in the backyard. 


The reason was about as simple as her plan. Ever since this whole ‘protector of the world’ 
deal started, Dipper had spent most of his time doing one of three things; at their temporary 
headquarters busy with research, back in Gravity Falls busy with the construction of their 
permanent headquarters, or cooped in the shed busy with his personal projects. Since Mabel 
distinctly remembered Dipper spent the night here, it didn’t take a genius to figure out where 
Dipper was. 


Mabel was at the shed’s door in a flash. She cracked the door open just a tad, and was 
delighted to see that her hypothesis was correct. 


Facing away from her, seated on a rickety chair, slumped over a table, and snoring an 
adorable little snore, was Dipper. 


Mabel skipped over to him. With a grin of mischief, she raised a hand, with the intent of 
delivering a resounding slap to Dipper’s back. She swung her hand down with all her might, 
only to stop it inches from impact, and instead giving Dipper two quick taps on the back. 


That was enough for Dipper to wake up with a start. He yawned, rubbing his eyes as he 
looked around blearily. Eventually, he regained enough focus to realize that Mabel had been 
watching him with a grin. 


“Uh, Mabel?” he spoke, his voice rather low hoarse. “Morning, I guess. Is- is it morning?” 
“Yeppity yep.” Mabel nodded. “Whatcha been doin’ here?” 


“Well,” Dipper pushed himself off of the desk. He tapped a hand on the desk, the edges of his 
lips curled into a tiny smile, “this.” 


Mabel’s attention was so preoccupied with Dipper that she had completely missed the 
wonderful, magnificent, fabulous thing of beauty on the desk. When she did, she gasped. 


What lay on the table, if Mabel wasn’t mistaken, was her brand-spankin’ new grappling 
hook. Already, she saw a sharp contrast between this and her old one. While her old one was 
blocky, rusted, and worn-out, this one was sleek, shiny, and futuristic, colored a mesmerizing 
glossy black, with a stylish rainbow trim that ran along the side of the barrel. A nice touch 
that Mabel greatly appreciated, one that filled her with pride. Mabel scooped it up like it’s the 
most precious, most valuable treasure in the world, which it was. At least, for her. 


“Oh my god, I love it!” she cheered, bouncing up and down out of sheer glee. She switched 
her hold on it to a proper grip. The gadget fit perfectly in her hand. No rough edges that’ Il 
chafe her palms if she held it for too long or too hard. It was smaller, too, she realized, now 
that she’s holding it. All in all, it was pretty much everything she’d hoped it would be. 


If there was anything to complain about, it would be the fact that there was no hook at the end 
of the barrel. Instead, there was a rounded, flat tip made out of some kind of red, crystalline 
material. 


“It’s... not exactly a grappling hook, is it?” Mabel asked, eyeing the strange tip closely. She’s 
still absolutely ecstatic over it, but seeing as it was right now, she couldn’t help but briefly 
wonder if Eggs knew what a grappling hook was supposed to look like. 


“Ah, yeah, that.” Dipper paused for a moment as he stretched; lightly slapping his cheeks to 
wake himself up a bit more. “That is an extremely rare gem shard that, supposedly, can 
magnetize itself onto any surface.” 


Mabel’s confusion quickly pulled a sharp turn into delight. She let out a breath of awe, stars 
lighting up in her eyes. She still had her eyes only inches from the tip, but now out of wonder 
instead. Dipper also had his eyes on Mabel and the grappling hook. There was no hiding that 
he’s amused by Mabel’s reaction. 


“I’m not sure exactly how that works, but our world is a smorgasbord of weird, so.” With a 
grunt, Dipper reached under the table, to a black box that Mabel never noticed until now. 
From it, he pulled out a small sheet of paper. “Here are the rest of the specs that you probably 
won’t read.” 


Dipper was one-hundred percent correct, so Mabel didn’t stop him when he started reading it 
out loud. “The main body of the weapon itself is mostly made out of plasteel and titanium. It 
contains enough wire to reach up to three hundred feet. It uses a mix of a triple-locked 
hydraulic system and the Pearson-Ramsay system to launch the hook, with an average launch 
speed of ten meters per second. The wire itself has a tensile strength of a ton, and it’s lined 
with traces of psitanium to allow the user to subtly influence the direction of the hook as it’s 
fired, while at the same time disrupting psychic interference.” 


Mabel managed to parse only about half of that, and mustered up a blank stare. Dipper, who 
has not yet noticed, whistled. “The Psychonauts sure gave Eggs a lot of stuff to play with. 
They spared no expense.” Dipper looked up, and finally saw Mabel with her empty stare. 


“How impressed am I supposed to be?” she asked, slowly, with her eyes narrowed. 


Dipper rolled his eyes, but when he answered, he did it with a smile. “Extremely.” 


That, just like every other bit of news she’d received about her new grappling hook, brought 
a huge, toothy, dimpled grin to her face. Honestly, such an amazing way to start off the day. 
Of course, there was still one mystery left unanswered. A mystery that led Mabel to the shed 
in the first place. 


“So what were you doing with my grappling hook?” Mabel asked, with an accusing eye, but a 
playful smile. 


“Check out the bottom of the grip,” Dipper answered, his smile equally playful. 


Mabel did so, and was surprised to spot a small carving of a simple image of something that 
Mabel thought looked a lot like a turtle shell. It was easy to miss unless you’re actually 
looking for something. It was also obvious that it was a recent addition, seeing as how it 
clashed with the spotless black of the rest of the gadget. On a related note, Mabel had now 
just noticed a bunch of tools strewn across the desk, like a small chisel, as well as couple of 
empty vials. 


“What’s this?” she asked. Inside, she’s hoping it was another piece of good news that’ ll blow 
her away. 


“A little something extra to make sure it won’t get destroyed again,” Dipper explained. “I 
know it’s already made out of sturdier stuff than your last one, but you can never be too 
careful.” 


Dipper rose from his seat, leaned close to the image, and whispered, “Activer. Protége.” 


With a delightful ring, the symbol suddenly glowed. In the early morning and in the darkened 
shed, the light was almost symbol. Seconds passed, the light dimming down, finally settling 
on a gentle, green glow. Mabel was so mesmerized by the lights that she didn’t react when 
Dipper took the grappling hook from her hands and laid it down on the table. With a smile of 
mischief, Dipper picked up a nearby hammer. Mabel barely had time to react when Dipper 
suddenly raised the hammer and swung it down at the grappling hook. 


Mabel would have cried out, and probably gave Dipper a smack at the back of his head, if the 
hammer didn’t immediately bounce off of the grappling hook with a satisfying trill. A 
network of mystical green lines appeared over the spot where the hammer struck the 
grappling hook, spreading across the surface of the grappling hook, before disappearing into 
thin air. Unseen, but always present. 


Mabel’s face, frozen in an expression of genuine horror, shifted into a great, big smile of awe 
and delight, as she slowly turned to face Dipper. Seeing her reaction, Dipper only offered up 
a knowing smirk. Mabel wasted no time enveloping her great, big nerd of a brother in a great, 
big bear hug. 


“Dipper, this is the coolest!” she cheered, lifting him off of his feet for good measure. 


Dipper squirmed in her grip, but he still laughed. “Okay, but keep in mind; it’s much more 
durable, but it’s not completely invincible. There’s a hard limit to how much it can take.” 


Mabel quirked an eyebrow. “What’s the limit?” 


“I have no idea.” Dipper squirmed again, with a little more force this time. “Now can you put 
me down? I think that’s enough bear hugs for today.” 


Mabel always thought the day could always use more bear hugs in it, but nonetheless she 
plopped Dipper down like he asked. 


“Seriously, Dipper, this is...” Mabel tried to find the right words, but eventually settled with a 
short chuckle and a sigh. “You don’t have to, you know?” 


Dipper looked at her like she just grew an extra pair of hands. “Mabel, for you? Anything.” 


“Dipper...” A gentle smile crept its way to Mabel’s lips. She felt her cheeks warming up, as 
well as her chest. “Now you’re makin’ me blush.” 


“Mabel, I’m serious,” he said, and it clearly showed on his face. “Back at Weirdmageddon... 
you’re right. We really did almost lose each other. It was only because of Norman that we’re 
both alive. I don’t want it to be like that.” His expression hardened, his gaze tough as metal. 
“We need to step it up, so that next time, we can save ourselves. This? This is the first step in 
that direction.” 


Mabel, for the second time today, was at a loss for words. Dipper had that look on his face, 
one that’s both inspiring and scary at the same time. One that, most of all, worried Mabel. 
Not that she’d ever say that to his face. She’d always had the feeling that if she ever did, it’ll 
break his heart. 


A silence settled between the two. Mabel quickly decided it was the uncomfortable kind, so 
she was quick to break it. 


“Anyway,” she started, ““what’s the big idea doing all this before the crack of dawn? You 
probably went to sleep, like, four hours ago.” 


“It was closer to three, but that’s not important.” It was very, very important, but Mabel let 
him continue. “I’m planning on heading back to Gravity Falls today, so if I wanted to get this 
done today, I had to do it this early.” 


Mabel frowned. “You’re going back again?” 


“I know, I know, but we’re getting super close! Our permanent HQ is, like, ten percent away 
from getting finished. It’ll all be worth it, Mabel, trust me.” 


Despite the words of reassurance, Mabel still pouted. “I miss going to school together.” 


“Mabel, come on, it hasn’t been that long,” Dipper said. He’s being polite by not rolling his 
eyes, she could tell. 


Mabel decided to reel in the melodrama. For now. “So... you wanna take a quick nap before 
you go?” she asked. The fact that Dipper apparently only slept for three hours before this did 
not escape her notice. 


“Nah. Got a few personal projects I wanna work on.” Dipper sat back down on the chair. 
From under the table, he pulled out a pair of latex gloves and set it down on the table. 
Mabel’s pretty sure those were Mom’s old gardening gloves. 


“Oh?” Mabel raised an eyebrow. 
Dipper, again, smirked knowingly. “You’re not the only one getting an upgrade.” 


Mabel grinned at him. Being a Mystery Kid was great, but nothing will ever beat being one 
half of the Mystery Twins. 


“Coffee?” she offered. 
“Yes, that’ ll be a godsend.” 


With a grand flourish, Mabel picked up her brand new grappling hook. She twirled the gadget 
in her hand with practiced ease as she made her way to the shed’s door. Continuing her 
extravagant streak, she kicked the door open, and struck a pose as she aimed the grappling 
hook at a clear wall of her house. 


“One steaming cup of java, coming right up!” 


Mabel pulled the trigger. The gem shard tip sailed through the air, across the yard, and 
planted itself firmly on the wall. She let out a cheer as the grappling hook reeled her in, and 
she practically flew above the yard. Dipper wasn’t kidding; this new one was fast. So fast, in 
fact, that she was completely unprepared for it, nor used to it. The wall was approaching 
faster than she thought. Her cheer turned into a regular, terrified scream. 


Everything went black for a moment, and the next thing she knew, she was prone on the 
ground, staring at the early morning sky, with something warm trickling out of her nose. 


Dipper came to help her up, eventually, once he stopped laughing. 


Chapter End Notes 


I think we all needed a nice breather, yeah? 


Hey, y’all! I’m back! I took a small break after finishing the last chapter, had a few days 
to relax and also clear up some lingering college work, and now I’m refreshed and ready 
for action. And what better way to get back into the swing of things than with some 
fluffy, wholesome sibling interaction? 


This is legit a much needed, low-stakes, subdued chapter after the rollercoaster that was 
the last two chapters. Had a great time writing this, even though this is written from 
Mabel’s perspective! Which is, for me, probably the hardest one of the MK to get right. 


Not to say that this chapter was completely devoid of plot. Mabel’s fancy new grappling 
hook is going to be very useful for her, after all. 


One chapter down for this month, three more to go. Look forward to it very soon! 


Report 


Chapter Summary 


Raz delivers a report on the current state of things. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
Another day at the Mother Lobe, another round of paperwork to sort through. 


All that Raz could do was suffer through it and try to get as many as he could done before 
someone inevitably came by his desk to drop off yet another stack of goddamned paperwork. 
If he’d known that forming an elite super team would involve a literal mountain of 
paperwork, he would’ve had second thoughts about this whole thing. Raz was tempted to 
skip the reading and just sign them all with reckless abandon, if not for Lili’s extreme 
warning to never ever do that. She’s convinced that the higher-ups have been trying to screw 
them over with hidden terms and confusing clauses. The worst part of it was that, so far, she’s 
been absolutely right. Raz spotted at least five carefully worded sub-clauses that essentially 
would’ ve let the higher-ups have the final say on every action that the Mystery Kids made, 
and that was just today. Still, even though reading them all was for the team’s own benefit, 
the tedious task was practically hell for him. 


So, when Sasha messaged him to come to his office ASAP, Raz was more than willing to 
oblige. 


Raz was at Sasha’s door within minutes, which was impressive considering their offices were 
at opposite sides of the Mother Lobe. He lightly tapped the plasma display beside the door. 
The door slid open without a sound. 


Sasha’s office was your standard-issue Psychonaut agent office, and one of the few to stay 
that way. He kept it almost completely barren, personalizing it only with things he deemed 
functional, like a globe and a star chart. It was a stark contrast to Milla’s office just next door. 
His desk and chair were positioned at the center of the room with a pair of chairs in front of 
it, spartan just like the rest of the room, but Sasha wasn’t there. Sasha was staring out the 
window, with his back to Raz, and a phone pressed against his ear. 


“You must make them see reason, Richard,” he spoke. He didn’t seem to notice Raz’s arrival 
at all. “The Psychonauts cannot stand alone, and neither can the Consortium. We need to cast 
aside past rivalries. We need a united front.” 


Raz hesitated to call out to Sasha. It looked like an important call, and the tone in Sasha’s 
voice was one he always uses in grim situations. Sasha spent a moment in silence. Raz could 
barely hear whoever’s on the other end of the call talking. 


Eventually, Sasha spoke again. “Remember; gather support. I already have Milla’s. Next, P11 
try to add Forsythe to our cause.” There was a brief pause again, with the other person 
talking. Sasha rested a hand on the window and sighed. “I know Hollis and I have a rocky 
relationship, but she can be a powerful ally. Like I said, cast aside the past.” 


The mention of that name made Raz painfully realize that this call was not something he 
should be eavesdropping on. He immediately, timidly broke his silence. 


“Uh... Sasha?” 


Sasha spared a glance over his shoulder, before speaking to his phone, “We’ll continue this 
later, Richard. I have company.” He ended the call, turning in place to fully face Raz. “Come 
in, Razputin.” 


Raz stayed rooted on the spot for a moment, watching Sasha as he moved to sit down at his 
table. He didn’t seem to mind the fact that Raz caught the last bit of his call. He didn’t look 
like he even realized Raz was listening in at all. If that was the case, then Raz won’t be the 
one to tell him. He stepped into the room as if nothing was amiss. 


“You called for me, Sasha?” Raz asked as he sat down on one of the chairs in front of Sasha’s 
desk. 


“Indeed,” Sasha replied, sitting down on the other side of the desk. “How have you been?” 


“Pretty good. All the paperwork’s been torture, but I’ve lived through worse.” Raz’s tone 
took a bitter turn near the end. A ghost of a smile appeared on Sasha’s lips. Raz decided to 
not make a big deal out of it, and move on. “So, uh... what’s this all about?” 


Sasha raised an eyebrow. “Excited to get back to your paperwork?” 
“No! No, definitely not.” Raz cleared his throat. “Just... curious.” 


“Very well.” Sasha rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. “I’m simply asking 
for an oral report of everything that has transpired lately.” 


Raz blinked. That’s unusual. “A... report?” 


“From you, yes.” Sasha nodded. “I know I usually go to Lili for this sort of thing, but I’d like 
to hear what you have to say, for a change.” 


“Oh. Okay. Um...” 
Man, where to start? 


“Well, Lili’s been trying to get me into this new cartoon show that she’s watching. It’s all 
about these living breakfast foods, but they’re crying all the time? I try to keep an open mind 


when watching this kind of stuff with her, but for this one... I just don’t get it. I can’t see why 
Lili is so into this show, and-” Raz stopped dead in his tracks, realizing that Sasha had a stare 
fixed on him, looking extremely unimpressed. “That’s... probably not the kind of report that 
you’re asking for. Right.” 


One more time. Raz straightened up in his seat. “Progress on our permanent headquarters has 
been going pretty much according to schedule. If nothing comes up, it should be done by 
Thursday next week. Well, at least, that’s what Dipper and Wybie said.” 


“It seems a tour would soon be in order,” Sasha added with a knowing smile. Raz nodded 
enthusiastically. He absolutely cannot wait to see the finished Mystery Kids headquarters for 
the very first time. Definitely going to be his highlight of the month. 


“Oh, I gave Danny and his team level two security clearance to our network and archives, 
just like you said.” That moment when he gave it to them played once more in Raz’s mind. 
He’d never forget the astonished looks on their faces, just from getting such a low security 
pass. “They were pretty ecstatic about it, actually. Imagine how they’d react when they get 
the same clearance as us.” 


“A token of goodwill to appease them for the moment.” Sasha nodded, slow and calculated. 


“Um, the effort to integrate Cheesebridge into modern times has been going pretty well. 
Finally got support from the Irish government. They’re surprisingly chill with suddenly 
having a couple thousand new citizens.” 


Sasha quirked an eyebrow. “No notable incidents in the integration process?” 


“Nothing notable enough for Eggs and Winnie to tell us about.” Raz shrugged. “The 
Boxtrolls, especially, have been integrating super well with modern technology. Way more 
than the humans. Last I heard, they were trying to reverse-engineer a freaking computer.” 


Raz saw how Sasha’s eyes lit up behind his darkened glasses. There wasn’t even an attempt 
from Sasha to hide his excitement, not that Raz could blame him. Just like Raz when he first 
encountered them, psychic communities all over the world have shown intense levels of 
fascination with the Boxtrolls ever since the news got out. With their unique brain structure, 
their strange physiology, and most importantly, their utterly alien psychic signature; they 
were the most exciting thing to happen in the psychic world in the last decade. The fact that 
they are integrating excellently at such a rapid with the modern world would no doubt only 
add more fuel to the fire. 


“Oh! Speaking of!” Raz suddenly exclaimed. “Kubo!” 
The light in Sasha’s eyes dwindled. His lips thinned into a line. “Ah, yes. How is he doing?” 


“Not bad. I think.” Raz’s lips curled into a smile. Taking care of him had been an experience. 
“Lili’s been doing most of the heavy lifting; teaching him modern customs, history, helping 
him learn English. I try to help out wherever I can.” 


“He hasn’t been giving either of you trouble?” Sasha asked. His tone, especially after his 
reaction to the Boxtrolls, felt strangely flat. 


Raz decided to ignore it for now. “No, not at all. He’s a quick learner. His English especially, 
it’s... he’s got this gift with languages or something.” Raz, realizing that he was suddenly at 
the edge of his seat, composed himself. “So, yeah, it’s been kinda fun. It’s like... like having 
our own kid.” His smile promptly vanished, as he realized the gravity of his words. “Uh, d- 
don’t tell Lili I said that.” 


“My lips are sealed.” There was an effort from Sasha to keep a straight face, Raz could tell. 


Raz sighed in relief. He awkwardly scratched the back of his head. “Well... I guess that was 
everything. Uh, nothing more to report, sir.” 


Raz wore a polite smile as he waited for Sasha to respond with a comment, or to dismiss him 
to go about his day. However, what followed were several long, uncomfortable moments 
where Sasha simply stared at Raz in silence. It wasn’t even that intense, but it still made Raz 
squirm in his seat, just a tiny bit. 


“That... was all?” Sasha suddenly, finally spoke. 


“Uh...” Raz wracked his brain for a moment, and found nothing, “yeah? I don’t think I 
missed anything... did I?” 


“You did not receive contact from your old friends from Whispering Rock?” 
Raz blinked. That question came out of nowhere. “Wh-what? No. Not recently.” 
“Then when was the last that it happened?” 


“Uh... probably back in February,” Raz answered. Probably for the best to just roll with it, 
for now. “Out of the blue, Bobby sent me a selfie of him and Chloe, and he’s giving me the 
middle finger. Still not sure how he got my number.” 


“What about Dogen Boole? Have you heard from him? You are friends with him, correct?” 
Sasha asked. Behind his glasses, his eyes narrowed. 


“Yeah, yeah, we are. Last time we talked was last year, though.” He couldn’t help but feel a 
smidge of guilt. It really has been way too long since he talked with Dogen. “Been super 
busy, what’s with chasing Loboto, getting stationed in Gravity Falls, and now, well, all of 
this.” 


“What about Maloof Canola? Were you friends with him?” Sasha leaned forward in his seat, 
ever so slightly. 


“Maloof?” It took a bit to remember him, but Raz still has a clear mental image of him. “I 
mean... yeah, sure, Pll count him as a friend. I haven’t really had a chat with him, so.” 


“Milka Phage?” 


Raz had to spend an embarrassing amount of time thinking hard to remember who Sasha was 
referring to. He wasn’t proud of that fact. “She, uh... spent most of her time invisible, so 
we've never really talk talk, you know?” 


“Franke Athens and Kitty Bubai?” 


“Oh, those two.” Raz remembered them pretty well. They made quite an impression on him. 
“Believe me, I tried. Pretty sure the only people they like are each other.” 


Raz was starting to think Sasha was about to quiz him about his relationship with every 
camper back in Whispering Rock, but no more questions came. Instead, Sasha’s steepled 
fingers turned into fists, his gaze shifting from Raz to his desk. His eyebrows furrowed, 
seemingly deep in thought. The silence stretched. Eventually, it became long enough that Raz 
felt the need to break it. 


“Sasha, is something wrong with them? Are they okay?” he leaned forward in his seat. 
Throughout this conversation, a lump was forming at the back of his throat. He was starting 
to fear the worst. 


Sasha spent a moment staring at him, then another moment considering the question, before 
he answered. 


“They did not return to camp this past summer.” 
Raz’s blood went cold. He held back a gasp. Don’t jump to conclusions just yet. 


“That, in itself, wasn’t unusual. It is well within their families’ rights to withdraw their child 
from the camp at any given point,” Sasha continued. “What was unusual was the fact that 
when we tried to contact their families for further details, we received no response.” 


Sasha licked his lips and drew a deep breath. Raz leaned forward even more, listening with 
rapt attention. “I assigned a few agents to look into it, and they found something... 
troubling.” 


Sasha threw his gaze to the side. Raz could’ve sworn he saw something close to genuine 
worry flash across Sasha’s eyes. 


“Their parents, in one way or another, have had past dealings with StrexCorp.” 


Raz reeled back, eyes wide open. He was worried for them before, but now he’s terrified. 
Anything even remotely related with StrexCorp was no joke. 


Raz jumped from his seat. “Does that mean they’re in danger?!” 


“They might be.” Sasha made a calming gesture with his hand. “We don’t know for sure. 
Calm yourself, Razputin.” 


Raz sat back down, but he was far from calm. “What do we do now?! Can we do anything?!” 
he sputtered. 


“I will continue to look further into this case. Send agents to dig deeper, perhaps find a clue 
to their current whereabouts.” Sasha pointed a finger at Raz. “You will continue to do your 
paperwork, settle into your new headquarters, and join the Mystery Kids on missions as 
needed.” Raz was about to retort, but Sasha cut him off. “You have too much on your plate 
already, Razputin. Trust me, we have this covered.” 


Raz slumped back on his seat. “I just want them to be safe,” he sighed. 
“You’re not the only one,” Sasha said. 


“One thing you can do,” Sasha began again, and Raz was all ears, “if any of them contacts, 
through any means, notify me immediately. Understood?” 


“Yeah. Definitely will.” Raz enthusiastically nodded. 


“Excellent.” Sasha smiled. It was a pretty big smile, by Sasha’s standards. “One final thing 
before you are dismissed, if I may?” 


Raz gestured for him to continue. 


“Let us keep this matter between us for now,” said Sasha, almost sternly. “Do not share this 
with anyone. Friends, family, even Lili.” 


“Not even Lili?” Raz echoed, incredulous. “Sasha, Dogen’s her friend too. They’re all her 
friends! She deserves to know.” 


“This is a sensitive case, Raz. Secrecy is paramount. I’m sure Lili would understand.” 
Raz rose from his seat again. “But, I mean, if we tell her, she can-!” 


“Agent Aquato.” Sasha’s voice rang clear throughout the room. Raz couldn’t help but shrink 
back from him. “This is not a request. This is an order. Understood?” 


The expression on Sasha’s face made it painfully clear that his word was final. So, Raz 
sighed, and murmured his answer. 


“Understood, Agent Nein.” 
“Good. That is all, Razputin. You are dismissed.” 


There was no point in arguing further. Not when Sasha had taken on that tone of voice. 
Without another word, Raz turned in place and made his way to the door. With every step, his 
mind buzzed. Questions, worries, doubts; all of them and more quickly snowballing into 
something big, something that left a pit in his stomach. What happened to them, to his 
friends? What kind of connection did their parents have with StrexCorp? Why this high level 
of secrecy? Why can’t he tell Lili? What does Sasha think he’ll uncover, to the point that Lili, 
the daughter of the Grand Head of the Psychonauts, aren’t allowed to know about it? 


As he passed the threshold of the door, Raz took a glance over his shoulder. Sasha had left his 
desk, once again standing at the window, facing away from Raz, with a phone pressed against 


his ear. 
“Richard, it’s me again. Where were we?” 


The door slid closed without a sound. Raz was left with only his thoughts, and an awaiting 
mountain of paperwork. 


Chapter End Notes 


Problems just keep piling up for these kids, don’t they? 


Another expositional chapter where it’s mostly just people talking with each other. Not 
the most exciting type of content, I know, but it serves its purpose. Really, all the 
chapters for this month are basically the epilogue for the Weirdmageddon Saga. So, you 
know, don’t expect a sudden burst of high-octane action in the last two. 


But, like I said, it serves its purpose, and for this one, the purpose is giving y’all a taste 
of the scope I wanted to achieve in the next saga. The world is in a constant flux, people 
are constantly doing things even though they’re not on-screen, and the Psychonauts 
basically become the connective tissue that connects everything together, with its reach 
extending everywhere. The Psychonauts lore is just so interesting, you guys. 


Last but not least, there are a few hints to two future additions to the group. One is pretty 
blatant, and one is a little more on the subtler side. Let’s see if y’all can spot it. 


Foresight 


Chapter Summary 


All Norman wanted was to have a nice walk. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
There was a hail last night. 


It wasn’t the worst one that Norman had lived through. Still, by the time morning came, it did 
some damage. About four inches of snow, a missing garden gnome, and school canceled for 
today. Courtney celebrated by sleeping in. Or, at least, that’s what Norman hoped she’s doing 
in her room with the door locked. Usually, Norman would’ve celebrated by doing something 
not entirely different. Namely, binging on terrible horror movies, and probably chat a bit with 
his friends about literally whatever. But today, he found himself not in the mood to stay 
indoors. Instead, he felt the urge to go for a walk outside. Not even to anywhere in particular; 
just a nice, casual stroll around Blithe Hollow. Besides, staying around the house meant he 
had to listen in to his dad bitching on and on about the weather, and he really wouldn’t want 
that. 


He had texted Neil, asking him if he’s up to join him for a walk. Neil texted back in record 
time, replying that yes, he’s up for a walk, and that he’ Il be over at Norman’s house in ten 
minutes, tops. 


So, Norman bundled himself up in a modest set of winter gear - jacket, scarf, a pair of gloves 
- and waited at his driveway for his best friend to arrive. 


Norman didn’t have to wait long. Neil rounded the corner, decked out in what looked like a 
clothes store’s entire winter clothing line. His already round frame somehow got even 
rounder, and he looked like he’s having trouble keeping his arms down at his sides. He came 
to a halt before Norman wearing a big smile, partially hidden under at least three scarves. 


| Edd 


“Morning, Norman!” Neil greeted. 


“Morning,” Norman greeted back. He could barely hold back from grinning at Neil’s attire. 
“You know, you look like you could use another pair of gloves. I’ve got a few spare ones if 
you want.” 


Neil rolled his eyes. “Very funny, Norman. You know this body’s sensitive. Gotta treat it like 
my life depends on it. Which it is.” 


“Sorry, sorry. Just couldn’t resist.” Norman chuckled. 


Neil pouted, but Norman could tell he meant nothing by it. “So,” Neil said, “you got plans for 
where we’re going?” 


“Well... no, not really.” Norman shrugged. “I just thought we could walk around and, like, 
talk about stuff.” 


Neil deflated, ever so slightly. “Oh. Alright, that’s still pretty neat,” he said, putting on a 
smile. Neil tried to hide it, but Norman could tell he’s a little disappointed. 


“We could... maybe swing by and grab a couple of hot dogs if it’s still open,” Norman 
suggested with a knowing smile. If there was anything that could get Neil excited, it’s good 
junk food. 


Just like Norman thought, it worked like a charm. “Double neat!” Neil grinned, the spring 
back in his step. “Come on, let’s bounce!” 


Neil practically did take off bouncing, with Norman leisurely following behind. Neil’s burst 
of energy eventually wore off, and the two settled into a relaxed pace. They followed a 
routine, almost, of occasional bursts of small talk, followed by stretches of comfortable 
silence. During that silence, Norman spent his time mostly enjoying the sight of the snow- 
covered yards, roads, and houses. It was strange; Norman must have used this path thousands 
of times already, but just with the added layer of white over everything, just with that tiny bit 
of change, everything felt so fresh and new. Once or twice, they would pass by a ghost, and 
Norman made sure he’d give them a quick wave. Without even a word, Neil would always 
follow his lead, and he’d even do it with far more energy than Norman. That, among other 
things, warmed Norman’s heart in this cold day. 


“How’s your workout going?” Norman asked just as they left the suburban part of town. 


“Dude, it’s going great!” Neil tried to flex, which was a struggle with all the clothing 
covering him. “I’m growing some real guns underneath all these fat and skin.” 


“And clothes,” Norman added, smiling cheekily. Neil stuck his tongue out at him. 


“I’m thinking of taking it to the next level. Maybe try out for the football team next year.” 
Neil tried to do some sort of football maneuver to emphasize his point. Keyword being 
‘tried’. The clothes were really hindering his movement. “Who knows? Maybe the football 
gene really does run in the family after all.” 

Norman smiled, this time with no trace of mischief. “Neil, that’s great!” he said, and when he 
saw Neil starting to blush, his smile grew wider. He decided to double down on the 
compliments. “That might be the only way I’Il be even remotely interested in football.” 


“Nah, you don’t have to do that to yourself. My dad and Mitch already talks about football all 
the time, so I’m covered on that front.” Silence began to settle between the two once more, 
and Norman would’ve turned his attention back to the snow-covered atmosphere, if not for 
the look on Neil’s face. He suddenly looked... troubled, frowning with his eyebrows knit 


together, for reasons Norman couldn’t tell. He was about to open his mouth, when Neil 
suddenly spoke, “Hey, uh... we can talk about whatever, right?” 


Norman’s eyes narrowed, but he still shrugged. “Sure.” 


“Okay! Okay.” Neil looked relieved, but only slightly. Nervously, he continued, “Can we... 
talk about your, you know... your thing?” 


Norman... had a pretty good idea what Neil meant, but just in case, he asked back, “My 
thing?” 


“Don’t-! You’re stalling. You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Neil was still frowning, 
but now, it’s directed straight at Norman. He had no idea getting stared down by Neil could 
feel so uncomfortable. “Your super magic lightning power thing!” 


“There’s not a lot to say about it,” Norman said. It really was. Or, at least, there’s not a lot 
that he wanted to say about it. “It’s powerful, it’s dangerous, it’s something that I'll only use 
when I absolutely have to.” 


“Norman, there are so many things to say about it.” Neil looked off into the distance. For a 
moment, Neil acted like he wasn’t here, off to relive a memory in his mind. Norman had no 
doubts about which memory it was. “The things you did against Bill, it was- you looked like 
you could blow up planets with it.” 


“I... guarantee you; it’s pretty unlikely that I can blow up planets,” Norman replied, and he 
was certain of it. Ninety-percent certain of it. Well, okay, it was closer to eighty five, but 
that’s it. 


“Okay, maybe planets is too far, but you could still blow up a whole lot!” Neil retorted. 
Norman almost rolled his eyes. He just wanted this topic to be over. Norman was caught by 
surprise when Neil suddenly stepped in front of him. They both stopped walking, their gazes 
locked with each other. “You know the only reason the others aren’t asking questions is 
because most of them doesn’t actually know what you can do, right?” 


Norman averted his gaze, suddenly finding the pavement to be the most interesting thing 
around. Neil took a step forward. 


“They know about your powers, sure, but out of the eight of us, the twins and I are the only 
ones that actually saw your fight with Bill.” 


Norman turned away from Neil, taking three steps away from him. He could barely believe 
he’s doing it even as he did it. “Neil, please. Stop it.” 


“But- Norman-” 


“Neil, I don’t want to talk about this!” Norman raised his voice, and he hated the fact that he 
had to resort to that. “There are still a lot I don’t know about this, about me. Today, I don’t 
want to go deeper and find answers. Today, I just want to have a nice walk, with a good 


friend.” He sighed. This was the one thing he didn’t want to happen. “We can talk about 
whatever, except for this. Okay?” 


For a few moments, Neil was silent. This time, the silence was unbearable. “Alright. Sorry,” 
he finally spoke. There was a lightness in his tone that Norman had begun to miss. “Just... 
when you’re ready, please talk about this with us. We’ll always be there to listen.” 


“T will.” Norman smiled as he turned to face Neil. “Thanks for understanding, Nei-” 
Norman froze. Neil had disappeared without a trace. 
“Neil?” 


His voice rang in the silence. No response came. His breathing was the only sound that could 
be heard. 


Norman spun around, his head darting to the right. The road, the buildings on other side of 
the street, the few cars that were parked by the sidewalk; they were all suddenly gone. 
Norman’s head darted again, this time to the left, to find that the slightly rundown pawn shop 
right next to him had vanished. He spun around again, once, twice. His blood began to run 
cold. All around him, for as far as his eyes could see, was nothing. Just a blank, empty, 
overwhelmingly white space. 


Norman sighed. “Gimme a break,” he moaned. 
He really just wanted a nice walk. 


Footsteps clacking against stone echoed throughout the empty space. The sound sent Norman 
into high alert, and he let energy surge down to his wrists, just in case. His eyes narrowed, 
searching the white space for the source of the sound. With every second that passed, he 
couldn’t help but grow more restless, until, with a start, his eyes landed upon a ripple, a 
disturbance in the smooth white plane. 


It was a figure quite a distance away from him, with some sort of pure white blanket draped 
over their form, making them nearly indistinguishable from the rest of the white space. They 
had a rather short stature, shorter than even Norman. Their form was hunched over, slowly 
shuffling their way across the white plane. Their feet dragged across the featureless floor as 
they moved, but somehow their footsteps sounded as if they were clacking against stone. 
Norman wasn’t quite sure why yet, but as he’s looking at them, he couldn’t shake the feeling 
that the figure felt... familiar. Maybe it was because of how frail they looked, or maybe from 
how timid and nervous their movement seemed, but somehow, the figure reminded Norman 
of... 


“Aggie?” 


The figure stopped, their posture straightening. They had no doubt heard Norman’s voice. 
However, before Norman could say another word, they suddenly began running, away from 
Norman, deeper into the white space. 


A strange, vague whisper told him the figure was indeed a girl. A strange, vague whisper told 
him she’s not who he thought she was. A strange, vague whisper told him to follow her, 
immediately. 


So he did. 


Norman lost track of how long he spent chasing after her. No matter how hard he tried, he 
couldn’t seem to close the distance between them, but at the same time, the girl didn’t seem 
to be pulling ahead. The landscape began to change as he chased her. Norman didn’t realize it 
at first, but shapes began to emerge from the white space on either side of him. They started 
as formless, abstract blobs, but the more he ran, the more the shapes coalesced. Eventually, 
they were coherent enough for Norman to recognize as buildings. Still slightly fuzzy, strange, 
foreign buildings; definitely not modern, but not ancient either. They stretched high into the 
shapeless sky, casting a shadow over both Norman and the girl. The floor had also begun to 
shift, the featureless floor turning cobbled, marble tiles. It was essentially an alleyway, 
Norman realized, and it stretched ahead endlessly for as far he could see. 


More time passed; enough for Norman to realize that he wasn’t getting tired. He couldn’t 
help but think that maybe this would never end. A brief thought passed his mind, of stopping 
and letting the girl run, just to see what would happen. He quickly pushed the thought away. 
However long it would take, he just needed to see the end of it. 


The girl suddenly slowed to a stop. Norman skidded to a halt. 


The environment around them solidified into the clearest state that it has ever been. The girl 
stood in the middle of an empty courtyard, bathed in the light. A road stretched beyond her, 
flanked from either side by rows upon rows of buildings. There were two other roads, one to 
her left and one to her right, also flanked by the same foreign buildings that festered this 
strange space. Four towers, rising higher than the rest of the buildings, dotted each corner of 
the courtyard. Norman hung behind, still in the alleyway, covered by the shadows. 


Norman waited for a moment; see if the girl would start running again. As time passed, and 
she didn’t, Norman felt it was time for him to call out to her. 


“Agatha? Is that you?” 


His words echoed against the strange buildings. The girl said nothing. She stayed completely 
motionless, not giving him any kind of response. Norman hesitated to approach her. Aggie 
would have answered him. 


“Who are you?” Norman tried. 


This time, the girl slightly tilted her head towards Norman, as if to signal that she heard him. 
She shuffled her feet, slowly turning in place. Norman held his breath. Just a few more steps 
and the girl’s visage will finally be revealed to him. 


Suddenly, a screech. A noise, terrible and deafening, that pierced the peculiar serenity of the 
space. It was a sound that could only be made by an inhuman beast, and yet at the same time 
it felt disturbingly human. Norman clamped his hands against his ears, wincing in pain, 


crumpling to his knees just from the sound assaulting his senses. From the corner of his eyes, 
he saw the girl bent over too, her hands clutching the sides of her head. Faintly, he heard the 
sound of a little girl crying. 


The screech subsided. Norman still winced as he brought his hands down. His ears were 
ringing. He felt more than a little dazed. But, through it all, he caught the sound of something 
breaking through the air. It had a steady, rhythmic beat, reminding Norman of wings flapping. 
That sound came from above. 


Norman looked up, and his eyes widened. Descending from the formless sky was some kind 
of massive, winged beast, its form almost entirely cloaked in shadow. It dived down at speeds 
that didn’t match its massive form, straight towards the girl. 


Norman barely had time to open his mouth, to warn the girl, before a blur of black swooped 
down to where she stood, then immediately taking off back upwards to the formless sky. A 
massive gust of wind picked up from the beast’s sudden dive, so strong that Norman had to 
raise his arms to shield himself from it, and even then it still nearly knocked him onto his 
back. As the wind settled, Norman slowly, tentatively peeked through his raised arms, and 
with a start, he gasped in shock. The girl was nowhere to be seen. The only trace of her left 
was the pure white blanket that once covered her form, fluttering through the air, slowly 
floating down to a rest upon the cobbled streets 


Norman found himself taking step after step towards the discarded blanket, almost entranced 
by it. In his eyes, for brief moments at a time, it was like the blanket shined, and all that 
Norman could do was to reach for that light. Tenderly, Norman bent down and picked it up. 
However, after only seconds in his hands, the blanket suddenly unraveled itself, yarn slipping 
through his fingers and falling to the floor. Norman just stared. His fingers were suddenly 
numb. He’s suddenly shivering. He had no idea when, or how, it had gotten so cold. 


He heard a thunderous rumble, of something large and heavy crashing against stone, from his 
north. He heard a second rumble, this time from his west. He heard a third, from his east. 
Last, he heard a fourth, from his south. Norman gulped, and looked up. 


Four winged beasts, their forms hazy and indistinct, almost entirely cloaked by shadows, 
except for their eyes. They perched upon the four towers that dotted the four corners of the 
courtyard. Each stared at Norman closely, pointedly, a pair of eyes trained on every move that 
he made. 


One stared with obsidian eyes. Its movements were jittery, erratic. It slinked around and 
around the tower like a rabid dog, barely holding itself back from pouncing and tearing him 
limb from limb. Norman could have sworn it was drooling. 


One stared with emerald eyes. It had placed the tower between itself and Norman. Its 
movements made it almost seem to be peeking from behind the tower, like it was scared. But 
the eyes looked vicious, cruel, studying Norman, picking apart at his weaknesses, searching 
for the most painful method to destroy him. 


One stared with cerulean eyes. It maneuvered around its perch with ease, with a grace that 
was both beautiful and dangerous. The eyes carry a peculiar gleam of playfulness, as if it 


doesn’t consider Norman to be a threat. It acted as if, if it wanted, it could kill him easily, like 
it was simply a game. 


One stared with crimson eyes. It had its head held up high, looming over him, looking down 
at him with condescension and contempt. The eyes were filled with hatred, but not the hate 
that one would hold against an enemy. It was the hate one would hold against a bug, an 
insect, an insignificant thing that could only be a nuisance. It considered Norman a nuisance. 
It considers everything, everyone, a nuisance. It was the one above all, and all were below 
him. 


Norman was surrounded. He should run. If he was fast, he could slip back into the alleyway, 
where the beasts would be too large to follow. But a strange, vague whisper told him to stand 
his ground. 


So he did. 


The obsidian-eyed beast leapt from its tower and dived, gliding just above the streets, across 
the courtyard, full speed, straight towards Norman. Frantic, Norman held out his hands, 
energy already surging towards his fingertips. The beast lashed out with a claw, and Norman 
unleashed his charge. There was a brief, blinding flash of yellow. Norman stumbled 
backwards, knees growing weak, but managed to stay on his feet. The beast was blasted 
away, slamming against the buildings on the sides, and with enough force to leave a mark on 
the walls. It stayed there for a while, smoke rising out from its form, but the edges of its 
extremities still twitched now and again. It was hurt, but still very much alive. 


Norman cried out when he suddenly felt something sharp pushing against his back, and cried 
out again when something large and heavy pushed him down to his front, pinning him against 
the cobbled streets. Norman tried to push himself up with all his might, but his effort was 
only rewarded with a vicious slam against the ground, knocking the wind out his lungs. Still 
wincing in pain, he craned his neck to look over his shoulder, and was greeted by a pair of 
cerulean eyes, only inches away from his face. 


Those eyes sent a chill down his spine. He knew all he had to do to get the beast off of him 
was to summon his lightning, but under that gaze, he couldn’t will it into existence. He was 
absolutely, devastatingly terrified. 


Those eyes soon left him, but the beast still had him pinned. It turned its attention upwards, to 
the formless sky, and Norman unwittingly followed its gaze. The other two winged beasts, 
the emerald-eyed and the crimson-eyed ones, had taken flight and were circling the 
courtyard, like hungry vultures around a fresh corpse. The shadows cloaking them left a trail 
as they flew around and around, and, somehow, the shadows seemed to grow in size. With 
every passing moment, with every revolution they made, the shadows grew larger and larger, 
until it nearly blocked out the formless sky. 


The obsidian-eyed beast, the one Norman blasted against the wall, had finally recovered. It 
shook off the last of its injuries, sent Norman one last hateful glare, before launching into the 
sky and joining the other two beasts in leaving an ever-growing trail of black. With three 
winged beasts, the sky quickly turned pitch black. Even the buildings around the courtyard 
were swiftly consumed by the vortex of darkness. 


The cerulean-eyed beast leaned down close once more, and Norman flinched as it brought 
down a claw to caress his cheeks, almost gently so, before leaping off of him and vanishing 
into the darkness above. 


The winged beasts might be gone, but the darkness they left were still growing. The sky, the 
buildings, the towers; all had disappeared into the darkness. It showed no intention of 
stopping, as it inched closer and closer to Norman’s prone form. Norman’s heart hammered 
in his chest. Cold sweat dripped down his neck. All that he could think of doing was to curl 
up into himself, clamp his hands against his ears, and shut his eyes as tightly as he could. 


The darkness is here. The darkness has consumed him. 
Cold. Silent. Alone. 
“Norman!” 


Norman gasped for air. The darkness was gone. The ground was solid concrete. The sky was 
white, with bits of snow slowly falling down. Neil was kneeling next to him, his eyes filled 
with nothing but warm concern. Frantically looking around, he suddenly found himself in the 
middle of an intersection, with cars from all sides blaring their horns at them. 


“Dude, are you okay?” Neil asked, gently placing an arm around Norman. 


Neil tried to slowly bring Norman up to a sitting position, but Norman immediately sprang 
up, roughly taking hold of Neil’s shoulders, his gaze meeting Neil’s, his eyes wild and 
terrified. 


“Call the team. Right now.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Norman just can’t catch a break, huh? Well, I guess that also extends to the rest of the 
MK. This is, after all, going to be their problem. 


Wow, this one stretched on for quite a bit. My original plan for this chapter was just the 
vision that Norman had, so it’s like a dream sequence. The walk and the whole talk with 
Neil was a bit of a last minute decision. I’m happy that I ended up including it, though. 
It pointed out some pretty important things, especially about some stuff that happened in 
Weirdmageddon. 


Sorry this took so long to come out. I got caught up in a bunch of problems, both 
externally and internally, and my writing suffered as a result. I know I promised four 
chapters this month, but at this point, that is pretty much impossible. Looks like this 
chapter will be the last one I post in 2018. But hey, on the bright side, I think the next 
chapter is a perfect way to kick off the new year. Hope you’re looking forward to it! 


Happy New Year and have a great holiday, y’all! 


Welcome to Mystery 


Chapter Summary 


"Welcome to where mystery is solved." 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 


After everything that’s happened in the past few weeks, travelling to places all around the 
world that she never would’ve thought she’d get to visit, Coraline almost couldn’t believe 
this would be the first time she went back to Gravity Falls. At the same time, it made sense. 
All of her free time had been spent either at the Mystery Kids’ temporary headquarters at the 
Mother Lobe, or globe-trotting all over to solve whatever mess the lingering influence of 
Weirdmageddon caused. Maybe she could’ve taken a page out of Wybie’s book and skip a 
few more classes. Then again, unlike Wybie, she’s not a knowledge-absorbing sponge. Miss 
any more classes than she already was, and she’s pretty sure she’ll drop out. Still, at least the 
wait only made her that much more excited to return to Gravity Falls. 


The jet lowered itself under the clouds, letting the valley come into view. 


The town looked pretty much exactly like how Coraline remembered it. The buildings that 
were one moldy cheese away from a health code violation, the forest filled to the brim with 
things that could kill you, and more weirdos in a square mile than anywhere else in the 
country. Of course, now coated with a fine layer of snow. The sight brought a smile to 
Coraline’s lips. How could it not? This was where it all started. 


“Only a few minutes until we land, Agent Jones,” a Psychonaut agent called from the 
cockpit. Agent Morales was his name, if Coraline remembered correctly. Another one of the 
agents that Sasha and Milla assigned to keep an eye over her and her team. He’s one of the 
nicer ones. 


“Got it. Thanks,” Coraline called back. She settled back to her seat, but kept her gaze on the 
window. 


It felt good to be back. 


Agent Morales’ orders were to drop her off at the Shack, but Coraline managed to convince 
him to instead drop her in the middle of the trail leading to the Shack. So, with a modest 


jacket, Coraline stepped off of the jet and into the crisp, winter air. She watched as the jet 
took off again, kicking up a plume of snow, soon disappearing among the clouds. Tucking her 
hands into the pockets of her jacket, she started walking down the path, careful to keep her 
pace slow and leisurely. She wanted this to last. 


Her eyes darted left and right as she walked, fully taking in her surroundings. The amount of 
times she’d taken this trail probably counted in the hundreds by now, but with the simple 
addition of an extra layer of white over everything, the trail suddenly looked so strange and 
unfamiliar. It had changed, just like everything in her life, she thought, with a bitterness that 
surprised herself. She blew a breath that formed into a fine white mist, tickling the tip of her 
nose, that quickly evaporated into thin air. She supposed that was simply how the world 
worked, as bitter as she might get about it. Every day, every night, everything changes, ever 
so slightly. 


The walk didn’t last long enough, in Coraline’s opinion, as before long, she’d entered the 
clearing where the Mystery Shack resides. 


Coraline easily spotted, standing on the Shack’s porch, leaning against a support beam, with 
his arms crossed tightly, Wybie. His eyes lit up when he caught the sight of Coraline 
approaching. He’s clearly been waiting for her. 


“Jonesy!” he greeted, waving her over. “Come on, you’re the last one! Everyone else is 
already inside!” 


Coraline was in no hurry, and no one’s going to make her. She kept her relaxed pace as she 
made her approach. Wybie watched her with a cocked head and a quirked eyebrow, until she 
stepped onto the porch. 


“Uh, you feelin’ peachy, Jonesy?” he asked. There was no worry in his voice, not yet. Just 
plain curiosity. 


“I’m just making this a slow day.” Coraline shrugged, and even that was done slowly. 


Wybie still gave her a weird look even as he stepped aside to let her reach the door first. 
Coraline paid him no mind for now. After all, once she’s through that door, there would be a 
lot more things to occupy her mind. At least six more, in fact. 


The door swung open. Coraline blinked, surprised. 
When Wybie said everyone, he really meant everyone. 


Obviously, she’d expected the rest of the Mystery Kids to be there. Dipper and Mabel, 
Norman and Neil, Raz and Lili; all present and accounted for, all being dorks that she loved 
for reasons she couldn’t quite pin down. Soos also being there wasn’t surprising; he owned 
the place, after all. Wendy being there; that was her first surprise, but it was a pleasant 
surprise, so she didn’t mind it much. Wendy’s cool and fun to be around. Coraline had no 
idea why Pacifica would be here, but when she noticed how closely she’s standing with 
Mabel, it suddenly made a lot more sense. The biggest surprise for Coraline was the fact that 


both Stanford and Stanley were here, having a chat with the twins, instead of on a rickety 
dinghy in the middle of the ocean. 


The edges of her lips twisted. She hasn’t forgotten what those two did. 
All eyes turned towards her as she entered. Almost all of them were delighted. 
“Cory! You made it!” Mabel cheerfully greeted. 


“Thought Wybie was gonna freeze to death waiting for you.” Raz crossed his arms with a 
cheeky smile. 


Coraline shot him a smirk. “You think I’m gonna skip out on today? Fat chance, Aquato.” 


Coraline saw Ford approach. She tried to keep her expression neutral. “Coraline,” he began, 
with a disarming, even timid smile, “it’s good to see you are well.” Behind him, Stan was 
fidgeting. He couldn’t quite look at her in the eye. Coraline forced back a smile. 


If feeling good about their guilt made her a bad person, then consider her a criminal. 
In the end, Coraline only replied with, “Thanks.” 


Soos suddenly bounded into the space between her and Ford, wearing a bright, wide smile. 
Coraline couldn’t help but grin. Now he’s someone she’s far more pleased to see. 


“Dude! Great to see you again! Feels like it’s been forever, right?” he said with a hearty 
chuckle. 


“A few months, yeah.” Coraline nodded. “How’s business been, Mr. Mystery?” 


Somehow, his smile got even bigger. “It’s been awesome, dude! Holiday season just about 
started, so Melody and I are getting ready for the holiday crowd to start rushing in.” 


“Hey, where is Melody?” Neil suddenly asked. “I haven’t seen her since we got here.” 
“Went to town to get some snacks. She should back by the time you dudes are done.” 


Beside Neil, Norman spoke up. “Speaking of. I know we’ ve said it a thousand times already, 
but again, thank you so much for letting us do this.” Soos definitely deserved all the thanks in 
the world. Any other person would have never let that done to their home. 


Thankfully, this was the one and only Soos. “Are you kidding me? Dude, I’ve always wanted 
a house with a secret underground base in it!” he exclaimed, stars in his eyes. “Would’ ve 
loved if I can actually, y’know, get inside it, but P’l take what I can get.” 


Raz stepped closer and placed a hand on his chest. “Soos, mark my words, I will get you a 
clearance to enter our base, even if it’s the last thing I do as a Psychonaut.” 


“Please don’t choose that hill to die on,” Lili remarked with a roll of her eyes. 


Lili’s exasperation has always been a good source for a quick laugh, and this time was no 
different. As Coraline laughed, she felt someone tapping her shoulder. She spun around, and 
suddenly Wendy was there, smiling. 


“Hey,” she greeted. 

Coraline tried to not look like a deer in the headlights, and greeted back. “H-hi.” 
“You still owe me an axe.” 

“I... owe you way more than an axe.” 

A life counts as something that’s ‘way more than an axe’, right? 


Wendy’s gaze drifted down to Coraline’s stomach. Unlike usual, Coraline didn’t immediately 
bark at her to look away. She’s decided Wendy was the only one that could look at her like 
that. 


“Ts it healing alright?” Wendy asked. 


“Yeah, yeah, it’s fine now,” Coraline replied. Her gaze was drawn down to her stomach as 
well. “I saw a proper doctor, like you told me to, once I got home. Your stitching held up 
really well. They were kinda impressed.” 


“I honestly can’t tell if you’re just saying that,” Wendy shook her head, still smiling, “but 
that’s still really good to hear.” 


Coraline really wasn’t just saying that. She was about to tell Wendy that too, but she was cut 
off, when a certain twerp decided to open his big mouth. 


“Now that everyone’s here, what’re we waiting for?!” Dipper exclaimed with a big, stupid 
grin on his face. “Come on, let’s get to the main event!” 


He didn’t give anyone a chance to retort, or give any kind of response really, before he 
practically sprinted deeper into the Shack. Mabel let out a cheer as she sprinted after him, 
dragging Pacifica with her. 


“They sure are excited,” Norman said, smiling fondly. 
“Honestly, it’d be weird if they don’t,” Neil remarked, sharing Norman’s fond smile. 


In the end, everyone else followed suit, though none of them did it with the same overzealous 
energy as either of the twins. Coraline and Wendy shared a glance and a shrug, before they 
both followed after. After all, while this reunion was nice and all, the main reason why 
Coraline even came here was for the ‘main event’. 


The grand unveiling of the Mystery Kids’ new, permanent headquarters. 


Coraline was at the back group as they all followed after the twins, moving from the shop 
portion of the Shack to the Shack’s living room. As she rounded the corner and entered the 


room, she paused at the doorway, surprised. Already there, sitting side by side on the couch, 
sipping hot coco from a pair of tacky mugs, was Sasha and Milla. Then she realized it was 
stupid to be surprised. Of course they‘d be here. The Psychonauts would never let their first 
go at their new headquarters be without supervision. 


Milla was the first to stand up, wearing a wide, beaming smile. “Ah, lovely! Everyone is 
finally here, it seems.” 


“Finally, indeed. I was starting to think you need to undergo punctuality training.” Sasha set 
his mug down on a nearby side table as he stood up. Coraline rolled her eyes. Not even ten 
seconds in, and he’s already trying to become the next Grinch. “The drink is nice, but we 
really do have a busy day ahead.” 


“Oh, I must say the drink really is sublime.” Milla took a sip from the mug, as if to 
emphasize her point. She gestured towards Soos with the mug. “My compliments to our most 
gracious host.” 


“Compliment totally appreciated, ma’am,” Soos replied with a tip of his hat. 


Sasha gave Milla a look for a moment, before he cracked a smile. Looks like the Grinch does 
have a heart. “Well, while we’re out giving compliments, might as well hand a few to 
Professor Pines for letting us repurpose the entirety of his underground complex.” 


Coraline’s lips twisted. She had been pointedly avoiding that specific thing. 


“Aw, crud,” Mabel frowned, looking genuinely regretful, “we never got around to doing that, 
did we?” 


Coraline braced herself when, as if on cue, Ford stepped forward. “No compliments are 
necessary. I no longer need it, and it’d be a waste to just let it be.” His gaze swept across each 
member of the Mystery Kids, filled with hope and pride. “Besides, these kids - these brilliant 
individuals - they will do more good with it than I ever will.” 


This time, it was Coraline who cracked a teeny, tiny smile. She seriously did not expect that 
coming from Ford. “Compliments for the honesty, then,” she said. Ford’s eyes darted towards 
her, surprised. Their gazes met for a moment, both of them coming to a sort-of silent 
understanding, before they broke off. Maybe there was a tiny chance that she could get along 
with Ford after all. 


Sasha nodded with a small hum, seemingly satisfied. He gestured towards the group as a 
whole, and asked, “Shall we?” 


The rest of the Mystery Kids all turned to face, almost all at once, waiting for her cue. 
Coraline had no idea why they felt the need to wait for her decision first, but she still gave 
Sasha a shrug. It was far past time to finally get this started. 


“First and foremost, we have moved the location of the entrance, as per your request. Hence, 
why we are standing here.” Sasha paced as he spoke, coming to a stop by a bookcase. “The 


choice to mask the entrance as a vending machine was... clever, but ultimately there was too 
much risk of it being discovered accidentally. No offense, professor.” 


Coraline let her smirk show. The vending machine sure was risky. After all, that’s how they 
first found out about it in the first place. A complete accident. 


“We agreed it would be best if it required multiple stages to access the entrance,” Milla 
continued. She walked over, joining Sasha by the bookcase. “This one, in particular, was 
another request from one of you.” 


At this point, Coraline blinked. Coraline spent a good chunk of her summer living here, and 
throughout her entire stay, she had never seen that bookcase before. Was that new? It must 
be. 


With a delicate finger, Milla lightly slid out a book - a Stephen King book, Coraline noted - at 
the second shelf from the top. There was a slick sliding noise, and Coraline followed it to the 
opposite wall, where a small circle had opened on it, revealing a fingerprint scanner. “A 
classic,” Milla remarked, with a cheeky smile. 


“Wonder whose request that was.” Lili crossed her arms, pointedly giving Dipper a side eye. 


Dipper rubbed the back of his neck in embarrassment for a bit, before immediately launching 
into an explanation. “See, now with this in place, even if someone accidentally pulled the 
right book from the bookcase, they still need to get past the fingerprint lock. Which would be 
highly unlikely.” 


“State-of-the-art biometric scan. Only members of the Mystery Kids, as well as Milla and I, 
can get past the lock,” Sasha explained. “Of course, as you add more and more members into 
your ranks, they will be added into the database. For now, only the eight of you are 
registered.” 


Wybie strode over to the fingerprint scanner with a grin. “This baby is unfuckable!” he 
praised. His bright gaze landed on Coraline. “Jonesy, you wanna do the honors?” 


Again, they kept up with the whole ‘waiting for her lead’ thing. Then again, Coraline didn’t 
really mind it too much. So, while wearing a quirked smile, and with all eyes upon her, she 
stepped up to the wall. She couldn’t help but gulp as she raised her hand to the scanner, trying 
her best to hide just how much her hand was shaking, and pressed her thumb against the 
scanner. There was a pleasant, high-pitched double beep. Coraline took a step back as a 
section of the wall right next to the scanner split into two, before those two halves receded 
into the floor. Beyond it, was a hallway lined with smooth, shiny white tiles and equally 
shiny chrome walls, and a staircase leading deeper below. It was a stark contrast from the 
rustic and homely feel of the rest of the Shack, and definitely a contrast from the dilapidated 
state of the old entrance. It reminded Coraline of the officious halls of the Mother Lobe, and 
she’s not sure how to feel about that. 


“Oooh, shiny!” Mabel cooed, hopping up to the threshold that separated the Shack from the 
hallway. 


“Shiny sure is a word that you can use to describe it,” Coraline remarked, staring down the 
stairway. Somehow, even though it was brightly lit and the walls were a shiny chrome, the 
hallway still felt ominously dark. 


Coraline flinched back when both Sasha and Milla stepped into her field of view, and with 
ease, crossed that threshold. “Mystery Kids, after us,” Sasha said, looking over his shoulder, 
as they both descended the stairs. 


Coraline turned her attention from the stairway to her friends, now cluttered just behind the 
threshold. They spent a few, long, dragged out seconds looking at each other, silent daring 
each other to cross the line. Coraline felt like she should be the one to cross it first, what’s 
with her supposedly being the leader and all, but as it turned out, even leaders get cold feet. 
In fact, cold didn’t even cut it at this point; her feet were freezing. 


“Well, we’ll see you rascals in a bit.” Stan’s voice broke through the silence. Coraline, as 
well as the rest of the Mystery Kids, spun in place to face him. “Just, you know, don’t take 
too long.” 


“Yeah,” Wendy added with a smile, “we’ll be waiting for you guys, right here, until you 
come back up.” 


Coraline’s lips curled into a small, soft smile. Wendy’s right. Their friends, their family, 
everything, will still be up, waiting for them, until they return from down below. 


That last bit of reassurance was exactly what she needed. Coraline hastily crossed that 
threshold before any thoughts, any doubts, that would make her change her mind could pop 
into her head. Behind her, she heard footsteps falling rapidly, one after another. Coraline 
almost smirked. The leader, spearheading the charge. 


More changes immediately made itself apparent. The elevator had been given the same 
glossy, chrome, squeaky-clean treatment like the stairway before it. It was larger too, 
Coraline noted, as they all filed into the elevator. The Mystery Kids, plus Sasha and Milla, 
makes ten people, and the elevator still had room to spare. The ride downwards was smooth, 
to the point that Coraline could barely tell it was moving at all. Again, not at all like what the 
ride used to be, when they had to squeeze themselves into the cramped space, and it was 
loud, rocky, and she genuinely feared that the whole thing would collapse horribly with them 
still in it. 


“We didn’t change great uncle Ford’s basic design with the three levels. We just had to 
expand each level so that we can fit it with everything that we need,” Dipper explained, with 
an ease that suited him, “The idea of making more levels did cross our mind, but the time 
required to do all the digging involved was just too much, so we ended up scrapping that idea 
pretty early on.” 


“The problem was, we still need the extra space if we’re going to stick to our plans,” Wybie 
continued, just as at ease as Dipper, if not more, “So, what we ended up doing was, we 
repurposed Ford’s bunker in the woods too.” He flashed them all a grin. “It’s pretty sweet, 
just you guys wait.” 


“You mean the place where we put that shapeshifter on ice?” Raz frowned, suddenly visibly 
worried. 


“We were made aware of the creature,” Sasha calmly chimed in. “It has since been... 
eliminated.” 


Coraline blinked. “Killed, you mean,” she spoke, rather bluntly. “You guys killed it.” 


Sasha stared at her for a moment, before slowly nodding. Milla coughed and shifted her feet. 
Coraline sighed, crossed her arms, and averted her eyes. At least the elevator ride would soon 
be over. 


“Alright, here’s the first level!” Dipper announced with a huge smile, practically vibrating in 
place. Coraline supposed she should let that excitement spread to her. Even though she still 
had her qualms and doubts, it felt wrong to bring down everyone else like that, especially 
someone at Dipper’s level. With that in mind, she forced a smile, and promised herself that 
she’ll do her best to keep that smile on her lips. 


The elevator slowed to a stop. With a ding, the doors slid open. Dipper was the first off, 
grandly spreading his arms. 


“Welcome to where mystery is solved!” 


The room beyond was roughly in the shape of a rectangle, and quite a bit larger than Coraline 
anticipated. Just to the left of the elevator was a large L-shaped couch, and plastered on the 
wall in front of the couch was a massive flatscreen television, large enough that it covered 
almost a quarter of the entire wall. On another corner of the room, about diagonal to where 
the group emerged from the elevator, somehow there was a row of arcade cabinets as well as 
a pinball machine, much to Coraline’s complete confusion. Directly ahead of the elevator, 
there was a fully furnished kitchenette. That much was already apparent from where Coraline 
stood; it had a fridge, a stove, a toaster, a blender, and so on. Just beside the kitchenette was a 
corridor that led deeper into the level, turning right and out of sight. The floor and the walls 
still had that shiny, sterile chrome flavor, Coraline wasn’t surprised about, but she was a little 
relieved that the colors appear to be somewhat muted. The room felt a little less perfect, less 
untouchable. 


Dipper and Wybie strode on ahead of the group, their lips curled into gloating, knowing 
smirks. Meanwhile, the rest of the Mystery Kids, Coraline included, stared wide-eyed and 
slack-jawed, taking in what the room had displayed. 


As the awe subsided, Coraline found she did not appreciate the gloating looks on Dipper and 
Wybie’s faces. She had to do something about it. 


“So, mystery is solved... in a condo?” Coraline teased, smirking back at them. Dipper 
pouted, while Wybie rolled his eyes. Even though she promised not to bring everyone down, 
a little sting or two wouldn’t hurt anyone. “It’s a really nice condo, don’t get me wrong, but-” 


“Alright, alright, knock it off,” Dipper interrupted, crossing his arms. “This level is just for 
the lounge and the living quarters. But, still; /ook at it.” He gestured back to the room. “It’s a 


hell of a lounge.” 


Coraline shrugged. She couldn’t argue with that. Not when she still couldn’t quite believe 
that all of this apparently belongs to the Mystery Kids. 


“Well, kids,” Milla spoke up, warm as always, “go on ahead and take a moment to acquaint 
yourselves. You will be spending a lot of time here, after all.” 


Just like that, Coraline watched as her friends exploded into different directions. Mabel and 
Neil dashed off to the couch and the television, with Mabel already getting her hands on the 
remote and rapidly flipping through the channels. Norman approached the arcade machines 
with Raz in tow, and Coraline was not at all surprised when Raz immediately started playing 
around with it. Lili wandered over to the kitchenette, busying herself with checking the fridge 
and all the drawers. Coraline thought for a moment, of which part she should check out first, 
before settling on joining Lili at the kitchenette. 


“I didn’t know we can have a lounge,” Lili wondered aloud, as she slammed the fridge door 
closed. 


Wybie, while still giddily watching the others explore the lounge, rubbed the back of his 
neck. “Well, I guess we didn’t necessarily need one. We just thought, this way, we won’t have 
to hang out up in the Shack all the time.” His eyes briefly darted to the ceiling. “We’re 
already bothering Soos enough, I think.” 


“You think Soos would mind us hanging out up top?” Raz asked, distractedly, busy with 
playing a game. 


“Look, I’m positive Soos would say that he wouldn’t mind. I mean, it’s Soos we’re talking 
about here,” Dipper pointed out. “But, let’s be honest here; he’s already letting us do so many 
things under his property. At some point, it’Il just be borderline rude.” 


“So instead, you hide a pinball machine and a bunch of arcade games under his house,” 
Coraline sniped. Dipper only offered up a nonchalant shrug. “Whose idea was those 


anyway?” 
Norman sheepishly raised his hand. “These are, uh, my idea.” 
“In fact, I’m pretty sure we got to everyone’s requests for this level,” Wybie said. 


“Wait, does that mean-?!” Neil scrambled to the small counter under the television. He 
opened one of the cabinets on it and gasped. Whatever was inside, it brought a huge smile to 
Neil’s face. “Sweet!” he cheered. 


“T mean, it makes sense to do it,” Mabel chimed in. She switched the television off as she 
continued. “The eight of us won’t be the only ones using this place. Officially, we’re up to, 
like, seventeen people! Soos might be okay with eight, but seventeen?” 


Once again, Coraline couldn’t argue with that. 


“Alright, guys, if you’re done checking out everything,” Dipper announced, after a few 
minutes had passed, “we’ll give you a quick tour of the living quarters. After that, we can 
move on to the second level.” 


Everyone was quick to wrap up whatever they were doing and proceeded to gather around 
Dipper and Wybie. The two led the group into a further corridor around the corner. Coraline 
noticed Sasha and Milla trailing behind, keeping a safe distance. 


The corridor they were led to was a fairly long one, with five plain, sliding metal doors in a 
tidy row on each side of the hallway. At the end of the hallway, there was one final door, 
rather different than the rest. It looked heavier, sturdier, more intricate, with a glowing 
monitor panel installed beside it. 


“These are the rooms we’ll be using, just in case we need to stay overnight.” Dipper 
explained as they walked by the rooms in question, “Each room has a bunk bed, a shower, 
and a small wardrobe to store whatever. Pretty plain, but like I said, we’re not supposed to 
live in it.” 


Coraline expected Dipper to then show the group the insides of the rooms, so she was 
confused when he simply walked past them all. There was a skip in his step as he approached 
the door at the end of the corridor, and her confusion turned into curiosity. 


“And beyond this door,” Dipper spun around with a smug flourish, “is a tunnel connecting 
this complex to the hangar.” 


Coraline blinked. The rest of her teammates, sans Wybie, had pretty similar reactions. 


“The... hangar?” Coraline parroted. That was honestly the best she could manage at the 
moment. 


Wybie joined Dipper’s side, with a smugness to match. “You heard that right. We converted 
Ford’s bunker out in the woods into a hangar. Our hangar.” 


Raz barked out an incredulous laugh. “I... don’t think any of us requested that.” 


“You didn’t,” a voice called out from behind them. They all turned towards the source of the 
voice, towards Sasha. “I did.” 


Coraline spent a long moment staring wide-eyed at Sasha, who effortlessly kept his 
composure, just like always. Even Raz and Lili looked absolutely taken aback by this sudden 
revelation. 


“And thank god for that, Agent Nein, because we never would’ve had the guts to pull 
something like that.” Wybie’s voice broke the stunned silence, and turned everyone’s 
attention back to him and Dipper. 


“They’re still putting in the finishing touches right now, so we’re not allowed to enter the 
hangar just yet,” Dipper continued. “But, we can still have a little peek through this monitor.” 


Dipper tapped the monitor beside the door a few times. The display on the screen shifted, 
now showing what appeared to be surveillance camera footage of the hangar on the other 
side. Even from the limited perspective of the camera, Coraline could tell the entire structure 
was huge. She also spotted a few rough edges - probably the finishing touches that were still 
needed - and a few people loitering around, working on those edges. One more thing she 
spotted, besides people and unfinished construction, were jets. 


Jets. Multiple. Plural. 


“We have also provided you with four Psychonauts-issue jets,” Sasha chimed in, unprompted. 
“Smaller models, different from the ones you’ve been using to get around. These are slightly 
modified so that most of the flight is done by autopilot, although there is an override in place 
so that it could be piloted manually by either Raz or Lili, should the need ever arise.” 


Sasha’s gaze landed specifically on Raz and Lili. “You two have begun piloting training, 
correct?” 


Raz tugged the collar of his jacket, his lips curling into an awkward smile. Lili looked away, 
opting to stare at her own shifting feet. 


“Then let’s hope that need never comes.” 


Coraline’s mind reeled. Everything that had happened was a lot to take in. She couldn’t quite 
swallow the reality of her situation. The fact that all of this, officially, belonged to the 
Mystery Kids. 


It was mindboggling to think that forming that stupid club would eventually lead to this. 
“Hot steaming gravy, you guys don’t pull any punches.” Mabel smiled. “I like it.” 
Milla smiled back, and kept it modest. “We try to.” 


Dipper clapped his hand once and got everyone’s eye. “That’s about it for this level. But 
we’re not done yet, not by a long shot.” Dipper walked back down the corridor, beckoning 
the others to follow him. “If this level managed to knock your socks off, then the rest is 
gonna blast your pants off. Or something.” 


Everyone was quick to hurry after Dipper, but Coraline stayed rooted on the spot, lost in her 
thoughts. She felt like she should be happy. Not just happy; overjoyed. Her team just got 
everything they would ever need and more. Despite all of that, Coraline couldn’t help but feel 
a shiver run down her spine. 


The Psychonauts did not half-ass this at all. They had complete faith that the Mystery Kids 
would really become the protectors of the Earth. A faith they showed through what must be 
millions of dollars worth of resources, gear, and facilities. It was strangely emboldening, yet 
at the same time, downright terrifying. They genuinely believed a bunch of kids could step up 
and save the world. They believed that she could save the world. 


How? Coraline barely survived her. 


“Jonesy?” 


That was Wybie’s voice, breaking her out of her thoughts. He poked his head around the 
corner with a smile. 


“Come on! Everyone’s rarin’ to get going!” 


Coraline drew a deep breath. Force a smile. For them. 


Coraline had never been to the second level of the complex back when it still belonged to 
Ford, not that she ever wanted to. All she had to know was that it apparently used to be 
Ford’s private study, and she’s already staying the hell away from it. So, as the elevator 
descended to that exact level, Coraline had no idea what to expect from it. At least, other than 
that it’s supposed to ‘blast their pants off’. Or something. 


When the elevator door slid open, revealing a rather plain-looking hallway, Coraline had to 
admit she’s a bit underwhelmed. 


That feeling didn’t last very long. 


The second level had been enlarged to be about the same size as the previous level, from 
what Coraline could tell. That first hallway connected the elevator to three rooms. Dipper 
looked particularly giddy as they entered the first room closest to the elevator, Coraline noted 
with interest. 


The first thing about the room that stood out to her was the fact that it lacked the shiny 
chrome everything that most of the complex have had so far. Instead, the walls and ceiling 
were covered with warm wooden paneling, colored a pleasant brown. The floor was covered 
by a mix of dark blue, black, and green that looked soft to the touch. Honestly, the change 
was a bit jarring, but not unwelcome. Off to one corner of the room was an arrangement of 
armchairs and couches formed into a neat little square, with a short table at the center. The 
wall on the far side of the room was covered, floor to ceiling, with rows upon rows of 
bookshelves. Most of it was empty though, with only a few books bunched up at the right 
portion of the shelves. Right beside that section was a desk that Coraline guessed was a 
research desk/laboratory station hybrid, judging from the various implements that littered it. 
Slightly obscuring said desk from view was a metal cabinet containing vials filled with a 
rainbow’s array of liquid and jars of other strange materials. Even without Dipper announcing 
it, Coraline could tell that he had claimed this room as his private study/laboratory. 


“This room is my private study-slash-library,” Dipper announced, rather unnecessarily. “I 
went for a classic vintage style, as you can see.” 


Really. The only thing missing was a pretentious oil painting or two hanging on the wall. 


Dipper went on to explain the kind of lumber he picked for the table and why it was 
important, or something. Coraline tuned him out about five seconds in. Instead, she wandered 


over to the bookshelves, curious as to the kinds of books it held. The answer was, a wild 
variety. Some of the books looked pretty new, as in, maybe written within the last century. 
Others looked old, and there were a few that looked old enough to be considered ancient. 
Gingerly, very gingerly, she pulled out one that didn’t look like it’ll crumble to dust in her 
hands. She flipped open a random page, and was not at all surprised when she couldn’t 
understand a single thing written on it. How could she, when it wasn’t even using the English 
alphabet. In fact, it looked it might be... Arabic? 


Coraline’s gaze was pulled away from the book when Dipper suddenly sidled up to her, 
leaning against the shelves. 


“See anything you like?” he asked, so obviously thinking he looked cooler than he actually 
was. 


“Something actually written in English for my dumb American brain would be a good start.” 
“I’m pretty sure there’s a couple here.” 


Coraline found her attention drawn to the many, many shelves that were still empty. “With 
plenty more to come?” she asked. 


Dipper gave her a dangerous smirk. “Oh, yeah, definitely.” 


Coraline thought as much. ““Where’d you even get these?” she asked, as she closed the book 
and gently, very gently, slid it in back where she took it. 


“The Psychonauts.” 
Coraline shot him an even stare. “That’s how, not where.” 
“PII ask ‘em when I care.” Dipper shrugged. 


By then, Lili joined the two by the bookshelves, spending a moment to give it close, critical 
look over. 


“T’m surprised you didn’t go full digital,” she remarked. 


“The true of power of some of these texts cannot be translated into a digital form.” Dipper 
ran a finger down the spine of a particular book, his motion almost like a gentle caress. “Plus, 
I like the feel of something solid in my hands.” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow. True power? “You mean these books are magical?” 


“All books are magical.” Dipper grinned, and Coraline scoffed. Smartass answer. “But yes. 
Some are.” 


Dipper moved closer to his study desk. Coraline never noticed until now, but all of his 
journals were there, stacked neatly on top of one another. Dipper’s hand glided gently across 
its surface, gazing down upon it with a warm fondness. 


“The journals are a good start, but I’m going to need more than a book’s worth of magic if I 
want to keep up with the rest of you guys.” His gaze shifted to his collection of books. His 
eyes carry a dangerous glint of ambition. “This small library is a good step up, I think.” 


Dipper cleared his throat, the glint disappearing. “Of course, you guys are free to use them 
too. Knowledge is supposed to be shared, after all.” He turned away from them. “I’ve already 
done my fair share of, well, sharing.” 


“Meaning?” Lili asked. Dipper turned to her with a smile. Clearly, he’s expecting someone 
would follow up with a question. 


“Remember Danny’s friend, Sam?” he asked back. Coraline did remember Sam. She was 
rather blunt, rather skeptical, and exceedingly goth. A bold fashion choice, considering the 
year is 2012. Then again, it was better than the other guy with the backwards hat. 


“T had a chance to have a little chat with her. Turns out, she’s super interested in magic, too,” 
Dipper continued. “She asked me if I could show her some proper spells. So I did.” 


“Aren’t we supposed to be all hush-hush about that sort of stuff?” Raz suddenly chimed in, 
with a surprising amount of worry in his voice. 


“Don’t worry; the whole thing was Sasha-approved.” Dipper waved a hand nonchalantly. 
“Besides, the spells I sent her were really simple. Just some basic hard light constructs. Trust 
me, they’re harmless.” 


Wordlessly, everyone turned their gazes towards Sasha, who stayed by the entrance with 
Milla, silently watching over them. Sasha offered them all a small nod, again, without a 

word. Coraline honestly couldn’t care less whether or not Sasha approved the exchange. 
She’s just glad Dipper found a fellow nerd that was just as interested in magic as he was. 
She’s also a bit surprised that Sam, of all people, turned out to be that nerd. 


The Mystery Kids soon filed out Dipper’s study. This time, Wybie took the lead, the group 
following him down the corridor and to the right, to a sliding door at the end of the hallway. 
Just from here, Coraline already caught the faint smell of oil and iron. It wasn’t hard to figure 
out who had claimed the second room. 


If Dipper’s room looked like it belonged to a nineteenth-century Victorian scholar, then this 
room looked like it belonged to a mechanic from the twenty-second century, and that 
mechanic was super loaded. All around the room were devices and tools that Coraline 
couldn’t even begin to name, but she still knew each one was probably worth more than 
every single dollar she had spent in her life. A few of them wouldn’t even look out of place in 
a straight-up sci-fi spaceship. Now, stepping into the center of the room was the bumbling 
dork that basically owned all of this. 


“So, uh, this is my room,” Wybie began, in that signature Wybie way. “Well, not my room, 
really. It’s a room that I’ll be spending a lot of time in, working on my stuff and things, but 
it’s still not actually mine, even though I’m probably gonna be the one who uses this room 
the most. It’s still for everyone, though, in case any of you guys ever get interested in, um, 
tinkering.” 


Coraline highly doubted anyone besides him would know their way around this room, but she 
was still flattered that he thought of them that way. 


“So, yeah. Feel free to look round. Touch around. Smell around if you want. Just- just go 
hogwild.” A thought crossed his features and he frowned. “Maybe not too hogwild, though.” 


The Mystery Kids dispersed around the room. Coraline really had no idea which part of the 
room she should take a look at first. All the devices and contraptions around the room 
impressed her on a general level, but there was no specific thing to get her excited, with how 
little she knew about mechanics and engineering. In the end, Coraline settled for a bike frame 
suspended on a rack in one corner of the room. Mostly because the style of the frame 
contrasted heavily with the futuristic rack that held it up, and the futuristic everything else in 
the room. Instead, it had more of a... steampunk vibe to it. 


Coraline squinted. Now that she’s closer, the frame looked kind of familiar. In fact, there was 
an etching of a skull on the side that Coraline had seen a million times before. An etching 
that she’d made, on Wybie’s bike. “Is this...?” 


“That’s a project of mine,” Wybie spoke, stepping next to her. “And, yeah, also my bike.” 


Coraline looked back and forth between the bike and Wybie. “You said your bike got busted 
and you had to send it off to get it fixed,” she said. 


“Well, you know, technically it is.” Wybie sheepishly shrugged. “Fixed, and then some.” 


Coraline found herself staring at the frame. That was one way to get her to be specifically 
excited. To think that this used to be the borderline archaic piece of junk that she and Wybie 
had been riding for the past five years. Now, the bike looked old in a good way, not to 
mention on purpose. And then some, indeed. 


“This guy could not be more excited to get started working on it.” Dipper joined the two and 
gave Wybie a pat on the shoulder. “He insisted his bike brought down here the second his 
tools arrived. Hell, the room was only half finished by then.” 


Wybie nodded. “The constructions guys were super cool, letting me do this while they’re still 
going around,” he added. 


“Had some input from Eggs too, once the folks at Cheesebridge figured out how to work a 
phone.” Wybie stood next to it, crossing his arms with pride. “Give or take a few days, and 
this project’s pretty much a wrap.” 


Coraline smiled. She’s happy for him. Really, genuinely happy. However, at the same time, 
“Was it really worth the two weeks we had to actually walk to school?” 


Wybie glared. It was cute that he thought he could look threatening. “Oh, gimme a break, 
Jonesy. This is the first time I get to work with stuff that isn’t secondhand junk! And yes, it is 
worth it. You'll see.” 


Coraline tried not to laugh too much. Instead, she distracted herself by paying attention to the 
frame once more. Specifically, the small carving of a skull. The carving seemed out of place, 
which was how she spotted it so quickly in the first place. It clashed, too, with the overall 
design of them flame. There was absolutely no reason to let it stay there. The only reason it 
would was if Wybie worked around it on purpose. 


Coraline shot a small smile at Wybie. He didn’t seem to notice. 
“You said Eggs helped you out?” she asked, catching his attention again. 


“Yep. Not a lot, amount-wise, but his notes are still super important. I’m pretty sure I said it 
already at some point, but he really knows his stuff.” Wybie’s lips curled into a grin that 
nearly stretched from ear-to-ear. “God, I can’t wait for him to come over. Hell, maybe he’d 
bring some of the Boxtrolls with him! D’you think the Psychonauts’I!I let him do that?” 


Coraline raised an amused eyebrow. “You think those Boxtrolls are up for plane rides?” 


“T think the Boxtrolls are up for anything.” Wybie walked around the bike frame, his fingers 
tracing the clockwork-like design. “Like, for example, I showed them a bunch of weird stuff 
from Gravity Falls the other day, and they went buckwild. Especially for the shrinking 
crystals. For some reason, they’re really, really into the shrinking crystals.” 


Dipper coughed deliberately loudly. Wybie rolled his eyes. 

“Sorry. Size-shifting crystals.” 

“Huh.” Coraline cocked her head. That’s actually pretty interesting. 

“I think they think it might help when dealing with smaller parts. I dunno.” Wybie shrugged. 


Not long after, the Mystery Kids collectively decided they had seen enough of Wybie’s 
workshop and that it was time to move on. Or, more likely, the others decided they had 
enough of pretending to understand how anything in this room worked. At least, that’s how it 
was for Coraline. Wybie was very close and dear to her, and that will never change, but god 
he could be insufferable when it came to his work sometimes. 


Out the door everyone went and back down the corridor they all go. Their destination was 
now a door to the right; the third and final room of the level. Dipper took the lead once more 
this time, but for some reason. he kept shooting knowing looks back at Coraline and Raz. 
Coraline decided not to question him about it. The answer was probably only a few seconds 
away, after all. 


The door slid open. Coraline wasn’t ashamed to admit that she gasped a little. 


A row of treadmills and stationary bikes. Racks of weights and dumbbells. A set of monkey 
bars affixed to the ceiling. A punching bag hanging from a polished steel chain. A sparring 
ring at the center of the room. There was no doubt about it; the Psychonauts just gave her 
team - and by extension, her - a mini-gym. 


Coraline burst into the room practically in a sprint. Entering side-by-side with her was Raz, 
looking just as excited as her, if not more. Her first stop was the weight racks. She picked up 
a pretty easy set - a five-pound one - and gave it a few test lifts. Raz leapt onto the sparring 
ring and paced around it, giggling to himself. Still by the entrance, the rest of the team 
watched their leader and her second-in-command in silent amusement. 


“Totally saw that coming.” Wybie smirked. Coraline thought of flashing him a middle finger, 
but decided her time was better spent gushing about the room. 


Raz stopped pacing the ring like a rabbit on speed for a moment to lean against the railing. 
His bright gaze beamed down on Sasha and Milla. “You guys seriously gave us a gym?!” he 
shrieked. 


“After everything you’ve seen, are you really surprised, Razputin?” Milla’s smile matched 
the one that Raz had. 


Raz laughed, his gaze sweeping across the room. “Guess not,” he admitted. 


“At least we finally get thrown a bone.” Coraline shot a dry glance at the group bunched 
together near the entrance. “Not at all of us has wet noodles for arms.” 


What followed was a heated cacophony of protests and denials, but Coraline paid them no 
mind. Instead, she put the down the weight and walked over to the punching bag. She 
steadied it in her hands, feeling up the texture of the covering. She stepped back and gave it a 
test; one, two, three quick punches that left a satisfying sting on her knuckles. It was solid, 
but with just the right amount of give to it. She liked it. Meanwhile, Raz set his eyes on the 
monkey bars next. With a burst of orange, he leapt up to it and gripped the bars easily. He 
gave them a test too; swinging from bar to bar with practiced ease. Finally, he bent his body 
and hooked his legs around the bars before his hands relaxed, letting himself hang upside 
down like the hyperactive squirrel that he was. 


“Looks like we’ll be spending a lot of time in here, eh, captain?” Raz shot Coraline a toothy, 
upside down grin. 


Coraline couldn’t really deny that. She could see herself spending hours and hours in this 
room, unless the third level somehow has a greenhouse or something. Which, now that she 
thought about it, wouldn’t be so bad. Either way, she’d resigned herself to become a 
basement dweller. That also wouldn’t be so bad, when the basement was like all of this. 


Coraline shifted her attention back to the group near the entrance. This time, specifically at 
Lili, who so conveniently had halfway hid behind Neil. Lili absolutely had been staring at 
both Coraline and Raz for a little too long. She might think either Coraline or Raz wouldn’t 
notice, and although Raz was fair game, Coraline definitely did notice. Even had a moment 
of lip-biting action, too. Obviously, she was quick to look away when she thought either of 
them was onto her, but she was not quick enough. 


“Not just us.” Coraline shared a mischievous smirk with Raz, before pointedly looking at 
Lili. Raz followed Coraline’s line of sight and immediately matched her with his own smirk 
of mischief. 


If eye candy was what it would take to get at least one of her teammates to spend a day in the 
gym, then Coraline wouldn’t be opposed to handing out a few servings. 


The visit to the gym helped lighten Coraline’s mood considerably, and so she was far less 
tense about her situation as the elevator descended to the third and final level. This level was 
the one she was most intimately familiar with. Maybe even more so than she would like. It 
was the culmination of Ford’s life work. It was the place where everything wrong between 
Stan and Ford came to its peak. It was where a portal nearly tore the entire dimension in half. 
Coraline was extremely intrigued by what kind of makeover they could possibly give to this 
godforsaken place. 


The elevator stopped with a ding and the door slid open. First impression; the shiny chrome 
everything was back in full force. Dipper and Wybie was at the head of the pack once again 
as they all stepped off of the elevator. Curiously, as Coraline took her first glance around, 
there didn’t appear to be any major changes to the level. The corridor just beyond the level 
was practically the same as she remembered it, aside from it being a lot shinier now. The 
surveillance system station stood not too far ahead, and it was Dipper and Wybie’s first stop. 


“You guys remember this thing. Creeped us out the first time we found out about it, right?” 
Dipper stood by the station with a hand on it. Coraline’s lips twisted; she didn’t need the 
reminder. “The entire system’s pretty solid, so we didn’t change the setup much. We just did 
some necessary upgrades to the gear, added a few more cameras to the grid, that sort of 
thing.” 


Coraline could plainly see the upgrades made. The entire thing looked decidedly straight up 
futuristic now, instead of retro-futuristic. Dipper pressed a few buttons on the panel, the feed 
on the display changing with each click. It scrolled through several exterior angles of the 
Mystery Shack, an exterior shot of Ford’s former bunker in the woods, several rooms inside 
the Shack, all the rooms in the bunker that they had seen before, several feeds from the 
hangar, and the inside of the elevator. Coraline fought back the unease rising from the pit of 
her stomach. All the cameras were necessary. It’s all for their own protection. 


The group quickly moved on from crowding around the security camera feeds. Good. 
Coraline needed to distract herself, and fast. 


They moved on to the end of the corridor, where Coraline distinctly remembered had a whole 
bunch of computers and other gizmos with the sole purpose of maintaining and monitoring 
the portal, along with a window to the portal room itself. Now, the entire mess of equipment 
was nowhere to be seen. Even the window had been removed, replaced by a solid chrome 
wall. All that’s left was a single sliding door with a heavily stylized ‘MK’ emblazoned upon 
it. 


Dipper and Wybie stepped forward, standing on either side of the door with big, dumb grins 
on their faces. 


“And thus, my friends, we have reached the grand finale of our tour,” Dipper said, adding in 
a ridiculous flourish at the end. 


“But this is definitely a last but certainly not least-type scenario we’ve got,” Wybie 
continued. At least he didn’t follow Dipper’s lead. His grinning face was already ridiculous 
enough. 


“Anyone wanna guess what’s behind door number one?” Dipper gestured to the door behind 
him. 


“There’s only the one door,” Coraline plainly pointed out. 
Dipper shot her a look. “Anyone besides madam buzzkill?” 
“The... portal room?” Norman hesitantly tried. 


Dipper and Wybie looked at each other for a moment, both of them wearing the same 
knowing smirk, before they both turned back to the group. 


“Not anymore.” 
The door slid open. 


Coraline didn’t quite gasp, not this time, but it was still a sight that took her breath away. Not 
necessarily in a good way. 


“Welcome to the command center!” 


The bland, shiny chrome gave way for a tasteful polished black that covered the room from 
floor to ceiling. A ring of lights shone from above, leaving the room rather well-lit despite the 
dark walls and floors. In place of the portal, there was a massive display screen, and under it 
was a panel of buttons and switches and keyboards. A large, circular table occupied the 
center of the room with exactly eight chairs neatly arranged around it. Despite this being the 
first time she’d entered the room, Coraline already felt a disturbing sense of familiarity with 
it. The reason was simple. 


The room had a striking resemblance to the Psychonauts’ grand meeting room back at the 
Mother Lobe. 


The gym’s lingering good vibes were getting pretty hard to maintain right about now. 


The others easily strolled in, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, like children. Which they are. 
Which she is. 


Coraline hastily followed after them. 


“In here you can do everything you’d expect you can do from a command center,” Dipper 
explained. “Hold meetings, use our database, organize missions, the works.” 


Dipper went on about how their database worked or something, but Coraline barely paid 
attention. Her eyes swept across the room, noting down detail after detail that she recalled 
was similar to the Psychonauts’ grand meeting room The results was, too many to count. She 
stole a glance back at Sasha and Milla. They seemed... passive. They’re just watching. 
Coraline couldn’t decide whether that’s better or worse. 


“Jonesy!” 


Wybie’s voice and his hand on her shoulder snapped Coraline out of her thoughts. When she 
turned to face him, he’s still wearing that big, dumb grin. 


“This place is the shit, right?!” 
Despite everything, Coraline found herself smiling at him. 
“Yeah. We, uh... we sure are getting spoiled with all of this.” 


Her words only made his grin grow bigger. He immediately took off before she could get 
another word in. In the end, Coraline settled for listening in on Dipper babbling on about data 
something or other. Eventually - Coraline wasn’t sure how long exactly, she lost count - 
Dipper stopped to breath, and she’s pretty sure she wasn’t the only one who sighed in relief. 


She’s pretty sure she wasn’t the only one who groaned when Dipper started talking again, 
either. 


“Okay, one last, /ast thing before this tour is officially over.” Dipper’s gaze landed on Wybie. 
“Wybie, if you’ll do the honors.” 


Wybie was more than glad too, it seemed. He reached under the large circular table, opened 
some kind of cabinet, and pulled out a nondescript metal briefcase. He held it out, proudly, 
for everyone to see. 


“Remember that one time I said we’re a lot like the Teen Titans?” Wybie started. A weird 
place to start, but okay. “Well, I thought, since the similarities are already there, why not go 
all the way?” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow. With a click, the briefcase swung open. Coraline, along with the 
others, immediately barked out a laugh of equal parts amusement and disbelief. 


Inside, were eight small, circular flip-up communicators, around the same size as their 
badges. Adorning the top, as it seemingly became custom to be, an elegant rendition of the 
familiar heavily stylized ‘MK’. All the way, indeed. 


“Dipper and I agreed that it’s probably not a good idea to keep using our regular, unsecured 
phones to talk about our ‘work’. We thought of connecting our phones to a secure satellite, 
but then that’ll cut off our phones from any other connections. Not to mention, someone 
could tap into the satellite and piggyback on our conversations. So I pitched an early concept 
of these to Psychonauts R&D, and they approved!” 


One by one, the Mystery Kids picked out their communicators. Coraline spent a moment 
admiring the communicator, before she flipped it open out of curiosity. A display screen and 
a small camera were installed on the top half, while a small keyboard occupied the bottom 
half. Meanwhile, Wybie continued on with his explanation. 


“These nifty little gadgets are connected directly with each other, no satellites in-between. It 
could make the connection a little spotty at times, but we hoped it’ll make it less likely for us 
to get hacked or have a leak. Uh, what else... oh! It can send texts, make calls - both phone 
and video - transfer images, files, and yadda yadda, et cetera.” 


Wybie picked out his communicator, the last to do so, and discarded the briefcase to the side. 
Beaming with pride, he held the device up to the air. 


“I call it! The Mystery! Messaging...! Machine...” With each word, the energy in his voice 
decreased, until he ended it with a cringe. “We really are bad with names, aren’t we?” 


“These eight are the only ones in existence right now, so take good care of them.” Dipper 
eyed specifically Mabel and Raz, who at least had the decency to offer a sheepish smile. 
“Before you ask, the Psychonauts are working on making more right now for our new 
teammates.” 


Dipper let out a long breath. “Well... that was it.” He nearly laughed. “This is ours now. All 
of it.” 


“Well said, Mason.” Sasha joined the group, after having spent most of his time near the 
entrance, with Milla right behind him. 


“We have no doubt that you will use this place to do great things,” Milla chimed in with a 
warm smile. 


“We plan to.” Dipper smiled confidently. Dangerously confident. 


Sasha gave him an approving nod in reply. His gaze shifted over to Raz. “Raz, I expect you 
can be trusted to rein in your teammates if necessary.” 


“Will do, Sasha!” Raz saluted. 


“Then we will take our leave. Take as much time as you need settling in. This is your 
property, after all.” With that, Sasha and Milla spun on their heels, and the door behind them 
slid open. 


“Before you go,” Lili suddenly spoke up. Both Sasha and Milla stopped in their tracks. “I 
made one request.” 


“Yes. Yes, you did,” Sasha said, slowly, almost to the point of drawling. “You will be pleased 
to know that your request has been granted.” Lili’s eyes went round. She looked genuinely 
surprised by that. “The location of this base has been made top secret. The only ones within 
Psychonauts aware of your base’s location are me, Milla, the Council, and the agents 
supervising you.” 


They stepped through the door. 

“Good day, Mystery Kids.” 

“And good luck.” 

The door slid open. For a long moment, the room was silent. 
Coraline shot Lili a look, her lips curled into a small smile. “Nice.” 


The rush had started to subside. Coraline found herself in desperate need to sit down. So, she 
did. She reached for the nearest chair and plopped her ass down on it. The others, one by one, 
followed his lead. They grabbed a chair and plopped down on it, some with an audible huff. 
The room quickly settled into silence once again. 


“So,” Raz started, after a minute or two of blissful silence, “we finally have the place for 
ourselves.” 


Some replied with a nod. Coraline only mustered up the energy to do a vague gesture. 
Otherwise, the room stayed silent. 


“Lotta stuff we can do,” Raz tried again. The result was pretty much the same. 


Another minute or two passed, before Neil properly broke the silence, saying, “We can just 
relax for a bit down here. Take full advantage of the lounge. Agent Nein did say we can take 
all the time we want.” He sank further into the chair. “I sure wouldn’t mind.” 


Mabel suddenly gasped and leaned forward in her seat. “We can call up our new recruits, 
invite them over, and give them the tour!” she suggested, practically vibrating in her seat. 
“Can you imagine how they’d react?! It’ ll be so much fun!” 


“Speaking of recruits, we can maybe start thinking up ways to approach the ones we haven’t 
contacted yet,” Lili coolly chimed in. “Adding them to our ranks definitely wouldn’t hurt.” 


“We can pick where we left off and look deeper into those time anomalies. Eggs, Winnie, and 
Kubo would probably be psyched if we do that,” Wybie offered. 


“Or, if we put all that aside,” Dipper added with an air of excitement about him, “we can 
always ask the Psychonauts for a new case to handle. I’m sure they have plenty in store for 
us.” 


Norman, rather hesitantly, while keeping his voice low, spoke, “Or... we could start looking 
into... my vision.” 


Raz’s features lit up at all the suggestions. “See? Like I said, a truckload of options just 
waiting to be taken.” His gaze shifted over to Coraline, who silent raised an eyebrow. 
Where’s he going with this? “But, I think Coraline should have the final say on what we do 
next. Make it her first official order as leader, in this post-getting a permanent HQ world.” 


Of course that’s where he went with it. Coraline couldn’t decide whether to give him a smile 
or give him a kick in the ass. 


“Well? What do we do next, captain?” 


Coraline locked eyes with everyone in the room, with her teammates, her friends, before she 
met Raz’s gaze. She smiled. 


Whatever happens next, one thing was certain. 


The hunt has only just begun. 
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“We want the Delmarva case!” 


Dipper’s sudden outburst sent the entire meeting room into stunned silence. Raz fought 
valiantly against the urge to bury his face in his hands, and failed miserably. Displayed on the 
massive screen, transmitting his visage from a few hundred miles away, Sasha cocked his 
head in interest, but said nothing. Sitting around the sizable meeting table, the rest of the 
Mystery Kids stared at Dipper in bewilderment, or in Lili’s case, in exasperation. 


“The... Delmarva case?” Norman slowly parroted. 


Dipper turned to him, grinning, eyes beaming. Just as Raz feared, the chatterbox within 
Dipper has been unleashed. “At about 1900 hours two days ago, some kind of large, 
extraterrestrial object was detected breaching the Earth’s atmosphere above the state of 
Delmarva. After only a few minutes, this object ascended again, and stayed in the exosphere, 
emitting some kind of buildup of unknown energy. After about fifteen minutes passed, the 
extraterrestrial object suddenly reentered Earth’s atmosphere, before it disappeared from the 
radar.” 


As Dipper’s explanation ended, Raz watched the reactions of the others very closely. Mabel 
quite plainly shared her brother’s enthusiasm, with her toothy grin and enthusiastic nods. 
Wybie, too, expressed genuine interest in what Dipper said, leaning forward where he sat. 
Both Coraline and Neil were curious about it, Raz could tell, but they held themselves back 
from getting too into it. Norman, for the most part, still looked surprised by Dipper’s sudden 
outburst, but judging from how he eyed Dipper, it was clear that Norman thought this wasn’t 
exactly the best time for them to be chasing UFOs. Lili looked like she’s about to set 
something on fire, and that something was most likely will be Dipper’s shorts. Meanwhile, 
Dipper slammed a hand down on the table and pointed another hand at the screen. 


“We. Want. That. Case.” 


Sasha, composed as ever, showed no visible reaction. His eyes did dart over to Raz for a 
moment, and in that moment, all that Raz could do was silently and sheepishly sink deeper 
into his chair. So much for reining in his teammates. 


The moment ended, and Sasha’s gaze returned to Dipper. 


“Agent Pines, how did you come upon this information?” he asked. His voice was even, not a 
single crack to betray his thoughts. 


“How I found about it doesn’t matter.” The speed and conviction in which Dipper said that 
was honestly impressive, even though Raz knew it was probably unintentional. He’s just too 
buzzed about this that he didn’t care about anything else. “What matters is that we all want 
this case to be handed over to us, right?” Dipper looked around at the others, his grin 
borderline manic. “Right?” 


Norman’s lips twisted as he met Dipper’s gaze, and just that was enough to take Dipper down 
by several notches. “Well... let’s maybe slow down a bit, okay?” Norman suggested. “This is 
literally the first time you told us about this new case. You... kinda skipped the part where we 
talk this out, Dipper.” 


“Dipper, dude, we’ve been over this,” Raz groused. “We already have so much on our plate! 
Getting settled in, the time anomaly cases, and now we got Norman’s vision to deal with too. 
This is just not a good time for us to be handling any new cases.” 


The double attack left Dipper on the defensive, and he was not prepared for it. His only 
response was a rather pathetic blubber of, “But- but- aliens!” 


“And let’s not forget; we still have a few potential recruits left on our list,” Lili quickly 
followed up. The growing smile on her face all but said that she was relieved they were 
gradually knocking Dipper down. 


Dipper snapped his fingers, his face immediately lighting up once again. “Recruits!” he 
exclaimed. “There’s one also in Delmarva! We can get the recruit and investigate the 
extraterrestrial object. Two birds with one stone!” 


Lili slapped her palm against her face. Raz reached over to give her a comforting pat on the 
shoulder. 


“In that case, you can request a clearance to execute the mission,” Sasha easily countered. 
“Your team will receive a response within two business days.” 


“Oh, come on!” Dipper angrily plopped down on his chair. He crossed his arms too, as if that 
wasn’t enough. 


“And your visit will be supervised, to avoid any... unnecessary deviations.” 


Dipper looked frustrated before, but now he looked outraged. “Okay, that’s-! That’s injustice, 
man! That’s obstruction on the progress of knowledge!” 


“Dipper, the only thing Sasha’s obstructing is overloading us with crap!” Raz couldn’t 
believe he had to raise his voice, but he’s genuinely getting annoyed. 


“Alien crap,” Dipper retorted, acting as if that just won the entire argument. “That’s the best 
kind!” 


Raz sighed. His gaze landed on Mabel, now that it’s clear that Dipper was a lost cause. 
“Mabel, help us out, please?” 


When Mabel’s responded with an extended shrug, Raz slumped back on his chair. Those two 
are so different, and yet so similar with each other. “I mean...” she began, somewhat 
sheepishly, “you can’t really say no to aliens, can you?” 


Raz briefly looked towards Coraline, Wybie, Norman, and Neil for some help in talking 
Dipper out of it, but they don’t appear to be in any position to lend a hand. Coraline, Wybie, 
and Neil still looked sort of intrigued by the whole ‘alien investigation’ idea. As for Norman, 
Raz knew for a fact that he had a... tendency to go along with whatever that Dipper does, and 
this time didn’t appear to be an exception. 


Raz hoped Sasha would start speaking again soon, and that he would be able sort this out. 


“Agent Pines, your teammates brought up a valid point. You already have quite a hefty 
workload,” Sasha spoke, “It’s best that you focus on that and forget about Delmarva. I assure 
you, the situation there is under control.” 


“Aha! So there was a situation!” Dipper shot back, nearly leaping out his chair. 


Sasha’s lips thinned into a line. Raz could barely believe it, but Sasha might be starting to get 
genuinely pissed. “I never said there wasn’t. Only that your team will not be in charge of it.” 


“Then what’s even the point of giving us all this stuff if you won’t let us go out there and put 
it to good use?!” 


Silence settled, and quickly stretched for an uncomfortably long time. Sasha shifted his 
posture, bringing his hands up to steeple his fingers, his glasses obscuring his eyes in the 
glare of the light. Raz had seen this, once, and it was not pretty. 


Raz turned to his stubborn friend with a newfound sense of urgency. “Dipper, please-!” 


“If you insist that I hand your team a case, Agent Pines,” Sasha’s voice cut cleanly through 
the silence. Raz, realizing he was too late, could only brace for the worst to come, “then I 
might have one for you.” 


Raz blinked. That was... not at all what he thought was going to happen. 


Before he could react - hell, before any of them could react - pictures of a snow-capped 
village were already appearing onscreen beside Sasha’s image. 


“This is the village of Muchenik, located near the northern coast of the Republic of Russia,” 
Sasha began without missing a beat. “We have long suspected this village was built on top of 
a site of paranormal significance. However, we never had a strong enough cause to follow up 
on our suspicions. Until now.” 


Another group of pictures appeared onscreen; all of them a rather blurry depiction of group of 
men wearing heavy coats, huddled closely together, walking down a snowy, rural road. 


“Recently, our intel spotted a peculiar group of men entering the village. Running a search 
through our database, we managed to identify them, and our results were... troubling.” 


Four profile pictures of the men appeared onscreen. They looked... nondescript enough, Raz 
thought. Not exactly the sort that looked like they’d do anything shady. One final image 
appeared; a triangular logo that immediately made Raz’s blood run cold. 


“These men are known employees of StrexCorp Synernists Incorporated.” 


Raz and Lili’s gazes met, their features bearing the same look of dawning horror. Dipper 
cocked his head, intrigued. Wybie quirked an eyebrow. Coraline, Mabel, Norman, and Neil 
straightened up in their seats, seeing the situation in a new light. Meanwhile, Sasha continued 
on as if he didn’t just drop a dynamite in the room. 


“StrexCorp, in case you haven’t known, is an unscrupulous company that has found itself 
under our scrutiny for decades. They frequently dabble in the supernatural and the macabre, 
on top of regularly committing morally questionable business practices. Unfortunately, we’ve 
never made a solid enough case to bring them down for good.” The images onscreen 
vanished, leaving only Sasha, wearing a grim visage. “If StrexCorp is making a move on this 
site, then our suspicion might not be unfounded. We need to take full control of the site. 
Furthermore, if we could capture their employees, it would be another blow to bring down 
StrexCorp. To quote Agent Pines, two birds with one stone.” 


“Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to intercept and apprehend these men, and 
secure the site for further investigation.” 


Raz was still reeling from the offer. StrexCorp was no joke, and any case that deals with 
anything even remotely related to the company was usually only given to the best of the best, 
the agents that the Psychonauts had placed their complete faith in. Not that Raz doubting 
what his team was capable, but taking on StrexCorp might actually be a blatant case of biting 
off more than they could chew. A rational part of him screamed at him to turn down the 
mission, that they’re better off dealing with the cases they already got. 


However, Raz couldn’t help but think back to his sudden meeting Sasha, only a week ago. 
Right after telling Raz that his friends from summer camp went missing possibly because of 
StrexCorp, which he couldn’t get involved with or tell anyone else about, Sasha then offered 
up a case to deal with some StrexCorp goons. That couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. 


Raz stood up from his seat and quickly blurted out, “We’ll take it!” 


His sudden exclamation turned every head in the room. Lili, especially, whipped her head 
towards him, her mouth open in stark disbelief. Raz tried to keep his sight focused on Sasha, 
as he painfully realized he had just pulled a Dipper, only minutes after Dipper pulled a 
Dipper. Sasha didn’t spare a word, initially. Instead, he shifted his gaze over to Coraline. 
Inside, Raz grimaced. Of course, the leader gets to have the final say. 


Raz followed Sasha’s gaze, to Coraline, who had not showed a significant reaction so far. 
When his eyes met hers, Raz kept his expression neutral, but inside, he sent a simple, yet 
desperate message. 


Please? 


Coraline’s eyes popped, ever so slightly. She obviously had not expected something like that 
coming from Raz. Her lips pursed, for a moment that Raz felt stretched on for hours. 
Eventually, she returned Sasha’s waiting gaze with an easy reply. 


“What he said.” 


Raz sighed in relief and smiled. However, the reactions all around the room were a bit more 
mixed, to say the least. Sasha leaned back, satisfied, if the ghost of a smile on his lips were to 
be believed. 


“Very well.” Sasha looked to the side, tapping a series of unseen keys off of the frame. “I’ve 
sent the details of this mission to your communicators. I expect your departure within the 
next ten minutes.” 


Almost all at once, eight communicators in the room emitted a distinct ring. 
“That will be all, Mystery Kids. Good luck.” 


The feed cuts off, the display turning into a blank, dark screen. For a brief second or two, the 
room stayed silent. Raz quietly sat back down and braced for the worst from all sides. 


“Well,” Neil started, the first to break the silence, and definitely trying to keep the mood light, 
wearing an awkward smile, “that was a doozy of a morning briefing.” 


“Except short, pasty, and loud mouth here turned into a mission briefing,” Lili spat, with a 
glare that would make any sane person back down. Unfortunately, this glare was directed at 
Dipper. 


“Look, I’m just looking for a good opportunity for us to finally use all the new stuff the 
Psychonauts gave us, which, need I remind you, was the reason why they gave it to us in the 
first place. The alien case was an exciting find, and you guys should be excited about it too.” 
Dipper’s explanation was concise and fairly compelling. It boggled Raz’s mind why he then 
would follow it up with, “Also, I’m taller than you.” 


Lili bolted out of her chair immediately. Fortunately for Dipper, Raz was ready and was quick 
to grab her by the shoulder and gently coax her back to her chair. He rubbed small, soothing 
circles on Lili’s back, which didn’t appear to be working, seeing how she still had a death 
glare fixed on Dipper. 


Dipper was rattled, but he somehow didn’t have the two brain cells required to know that he 
should really let it go, continuing, “B-Besides, it’s not like I’m the only one with a hankering 
to try out their new gear. Take Wybie, for example.” 


Wybie blinked. “Huh?” 


“You got your new bike finished just last night, right? Don’t you want to take it for a test 
ride? And not just around Gravity Falls; I’m talking about giving it a real, proper test through 
the wringer.” Dipper smiled almost challengingly at Wybie. 


Wybie still looked a little surprised about suddenly getting included in the conversation. “I 
mean, sure? But, from the looks of it, we’re gonna be going underground, so I don’t think a 
bike is gonna do us any good?” He shrugged. “I can still bring it along, sure. We can, I 
dunno, do donuts in the snow?” 


Dipper visibly deflated. That definitely wasn’t the support he was expecting from Wybie. 
When he turned back to Lili, it was with far less confidence than before. “A-Anyway, you 
can’t really blame me that we ended up with this mission. All I wanted was the Delmarva 
case, and I wasn’t about to take in any substitutes. If anything, you should be blaming Raz.” 


Now it was Raz’s turn to glare at Dipper, because what the hell, dude?! 
“I’m just about to get to that.” 


Raz shriveled as he felt Lili going rigid under his fingers. He braced himself, for all the good 
that would do him. 


“Now. You.” Lili looked over shoulder. To Raz’s surprise, her glare wasn’t as intense as he 
expected. “What happened to ‘having too many things on our plate’?” 


Raz briefly considered blurting it all out for Lili right then and there, but he held himself 
back. There’s got to be a reason why Sasha insisted he keep this a secret. Instead, he 
answered, “I know, but this is StrexCorp, Lili. You know the messed up things that they get 
up to.” 


Lili’s glare softened. Her eyes flashed back to a different time, and Raz could plainly see it. 
She tried to muster up a reply, but then settled for an irritated huff. Her eyes lazily glided 
over to Coraline. “Coraline, you gave this mission a green light. What do you have to say 
about this?” 


Coraline had been surprisingly silent throughout the whole affair. In fact, she’d been 
surprisingly silent for the past few days. Still, she perked up at the mention of her name. 
Unlike Lili, she could still muster up a proper response. 


“First, nice going getting us more homework, ya twerps.” Coraline pointedly stared down 
both Dipper and Raz. Dipper rolled his eyes. Raz settled for a weak shrug. “Second,” she rose 
to her feet, with the familiar fire of determination in her eyes, “let’s gear up and fuck up some 
shady stooges.” 


With that, Coraline left the table and was out of the command center within seconds. Wybie 
quickly scurried after her, followed by Neil, then Norman. 


Raz faced Lili with a somewhat sheepish smile. “See? Coraline agrees with me,” he said. 


“And apparently, hell froze over when I wasn’t looking.” Lili sighed and rose from her chair. 
“PI get a jet ready.” 


Raz was right behind Lili as she left the command center. He’d like to think he had done a 
pretty decent job hiding just how much he wanted this mission. His head had been buzzing 


with thoughts and questions about his missing friends ever since that meeting with Sasha. It 
legit kept him up at night, and not many things could do that. With this mission, they could 
take StrexCorp down a notch, secure a potentially dangerous paranormal site, and maybe 
even get some answers. 


Three birds with one stone. 


Chapter End Notes 


New case, new gear, new enemies. It’s a brand new arc, y’all! 


Hi again. When I told y’all the next chapter is coming very, very soon, I wasn’t kidding. 
I think this really goes to show how long it took me to write the previous chapter, 
because I wrote this as a ‘break’ from writing that. And this chapter ran a little longer 
than I expected, too. It is just buckwild the time I spent on it, my dudes. 


Anyway, with this, we officially kick off the new arc! The first few chapters are 
basically gonna be a prologue for it, but don’t worry; shit is gonna hit the fan a lot faster 
in this one. I’m done with slow burns for now. This time, I’m strapping y’all to a 
rollercoaster and setting it to max speed. Enjoy the climb, cuz the drop is about to come. 


Thanks for reading and have a good day! 


Beneath the Surface 


Chapter Summary 


A seemingly normal town with secrets hidden underneath? That sounds familiar. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 


The village of Muchenik, population: 261. A small village near the northern border of the 
Republic of Russia, only a few miles from the coast of the Siberian Sea. A mining village 
that’s been hanging on by a thread, thanks to an increasingly-depleted steel mine on the 
village’s outskirts. Not the record holder for the coldest place on Earth, but it damn well 
should be, in Dipper’s shivering, trembling opinion. 


Really, any place where a double layer of thick jackets wasn’t enough to keep warm should 
be considered uninhabitable for humans. 


But, the worst part of this was the fact that Lili was the only one in the team that shared his 
misery. Everyone else went about their business without a bother, traipsing down the path 
leading to the village. Even Mabel wasn’t bothered, and he knew for a fact that she hated the 
cold. 


“Come on, Dipper! It’ll only get colder if you stand still!” Mabel exclaimed, quite literally 
jumping up and down beside him. 


Dipper shot her an absolutely chilling glare. “You’re abnormal,” he hissed. 
Mabel simply snickered at him. “In other news, water is wet.” 


Dipper rolled his eyes. “Technically, water can t be wet because water is a liquid, and liquids 
are what make others things could be considered wet,” he mumbled quietly into the collar of 
his jacket. 


“There you go, back to normal!” Mabel gave her a pat on the back that nearly toppled him 
over, before prancing on ahead. Dipper fumed silently, his stare burning into the back of 
Mabel’s sweater. At least Lili had Raz to fuss over her, make sure that she stayed comfortably 
warm. If only someone he held dear - like his own twin sister, for example - would do the 
same to him. That would be lovely. 


“Hey.” 


Dipper turned to his left. Norman was there, wearing a warm smile, but only in his sweater. 
He had taken his jacket off, the garment now in his hands 


“You can borrow my jacket if you want.” Norman held out his hand, offering up the jacket. 
Despite the cold, Dipper felt blood quickly rushing to his cheeks. 


“N-No, you- it’s okay, Norman. Pll- I can manage,” Dipper rapidly blurted out, muffled by 
the collar. It was a miracle some of them actually sounded like words at all. 


Norman simply shrugged, somewhat sheepishly. “It’s fine, trust me. The cold doesn’t bother 
me anyway.” 


The look on Norman’s face, as gentle as it was, made it clear that he wasn’t taking no for an 
answer. Dipper relented with a small huff, holding his hand out to accept the jacket. He was 
expecting Norman to simply hand it over, which is why he was thrown for a loop when, 
instead of doing just that, Norman moved closer and draped his jacket over Dipper himself. 
He very nearly took a step back, but managed to steady his feet. Norman fixed him one last 
warm smile, which Dipper replied with a hasty smile of his own, before Norman walked on 
ahead to join Neil. Dipper stood frozen in place for a moment. He wrapped Norman’s jacket 
even closer to him. It had a surprisingly pleasant smell. 


Dipper shook his head. The village. The mission. Right. 


It wasn’t long before the group entered the village proper. Looking around, everything looked 
almost exactly like the photographs that Dipper had seen. Large, snow-coated open roads, 
with very modest buildings dotting the roadside. The buildings were definitely built to last, 
not to be pretty, which had the unfortunate side-effect of looking rather drab. Most of them 
seemed to be residential in nature, but Dipper did spot a store or two. The villagers looked 
about as modest as the houses that they live in. They milled about purposefully, though some 
of them still turned their heads and narrowed their eyes as the Mystery Kids passed them by, 
which was an understandable reaction. Dipper imagined this place wouldn’t have many 
visitors, and so a new face or eight would definitely attract some attention. There were 
children too, playing around in the snow, but only a few. Dipper could already hear their 
parents calling for them to come home, as the sun was about to set. 


“Not too shabby for a place smack dab in the middle of a frozen wasteland, eh?” Raz asked, 
not to anyone in particular. 


Nobody had any real response to a question like that, only offering up weak shrugs and vague 
noises. “Could use more red,” Lili eventually commented. 


They stopped under the awning outside of a general store, as the snow somehow got even 
worse. Dipper peeked out from under the weathered tarp covering him to stare daggers at the 
darkening sky. He’d bet Delmarva wouldn’t have weather like this. 


The Mystery Kids was quick to form a loose circle. Coraline was the first to speak. 


“No signs of those men so far. I’m assuming everyone’s been keeping an eye out.” Coraline 
motioned towards everyone else in the group. “Brainstorm session, go.” 


“First things first; we need intel,” Raz said. “Someone around here must’ve seen where our 
mystery stooges went.” He looped an arm around Lili’s shoulder. “Lili and I can ask around, 
see if anyone saw them and where they went. You guys can sit tight here.” 


Dipper raised an eyebrow. “Just the two of you?” 


Lili’s sharp gaze met Dipper’s. “If anyone else here knows how to speak Russian, feel free to 
join in.” She put on a sickly sweet, fake smile, just to add insult to injury. Dipper looked 
away and huffed, flustered. He heard Raz barely holding back a chuckle. 


“Now, I know you Americans are reduced to only having two brain cells when you’re in 
tourist mode, but to try to not make a scene when we’re gone, alright?” Both Raz and Lili 
spun their heels, Raz waving back at the group as the two walked away. “Be back in ten! 
Fifteen, tops!” 


“Hey! Speak for yourself!” Dipper called out after them. He barely got a response, aside from 
Lili briefly flashing him a middle finger. Dipper, again, huffed. 


Norman sidled up to next to him, wearing a smile that was genuinely sweet, if a bit forced. 
“He’s got a point, Dipper. We kinda do have a reputation.” 


Dipper’s only response was to purse his lips. He stepped back, leaned against the wall of the 
store, and slid down until he sat on the ground. He’s still careful not to let his backpack touch 
the slightly slushy snow, though. Lots of important stuff is in there. The others dispersed, 
though they still stuck around under the cover of the awning. For a while, the air was filled 
only with the whooshing of the winds and pointless small talk. Dipper would’ve honestly 
dozed off if it weren’t for the freezing cold. 


“So,” Neil suddenly said, loud enough to catch everyone’s attention, “I know a scene isn’t 
allowed, but how about a small side-street show?” 


Everyone’s reactions ranged from confused noises to cocked heads. Neil simply wordlessly 
pointed a finger towards the store window. 


Following his finger, peering into the store through the window, where they could plainly see, 
sitting behind the counter, there were a little girl and an older woman. The little girl was 
watching the group, and had been doing so it seemed for quite a while now, shyly peeking her 
head out from behind the counter. The older woman had her eyes fixed upon the little girl, 
amusement clearly written across her features. 


“Awww,” Mabel immediately drawled, surprising no one. She turned to face the others, 
wearing a smile that just screamed mischief. “Well, I’m sure a crowd of two won’t hurt 
anyone, right?” Before anyone could offer up a response, Mabel waved at the little girl. The 
little girl’s eyes went wide, before she ducked back behind the counter, while the older 
woman chuckled gently. 


Dipper’s lips twisted. “Mabel...” 


Mabel sighed. “Aw, ease up, Dipper. It’s just a little girl and her... mom?” She squinted at the 
pair. “Grandma? Probably grandma.” 


“So what? What we’re doing here is classified as, well, classified,” Dipper shot back, 
frowning. 


Dipper felt a hand placed on his shoulder, and he looked to see that the hand was Norman’s. 
He nearly jumped away just from how sudden it was. “Dipper, relax. You gotta admit, this is 
as harmless as it gets.” 


Dipper huffed and crossed his arms. When met with Mabel’s wide, puppy eyes, he simply 
said, “The captain gets the final say.” 


Not missing a beat, Mabel switched her target from Dipper towards Coraline. Coraline, to her 
credit, didn’t seem to be affected all that much. She simply pursed her lips for a moment, 
before replying, “Just make it quick.” 


Mabel squealed in delight, pressing herself against the window. She practically pounded her 
fist against the window, waving at the little girl again, this time beckoning her to come closer. 
The little girl had been caught up in a conversation with the older woman, but they both 
looked up at the sound of Mabel hitting the glass. The older woman’s smile grew wider, 
giving the little girl a gentle nudge. The little girl visibly gulped, but she left the counter and 
made her way through the store, still as shy as ever. 


The bell above the door jingled as the little girl exited the store. Now with her closer, she 
looked younger than Dipper had thought; probably only six at most. She had light blonde 
hair, tied into a loose, lazy bun. Her eyes were green and wide, and would probably still be 
just as wide even when she wasn’t facing a group of foreign strangers. Somehow, the clothes 
covering her looked thinner than the ensemble that Dipper had buried himself in, much to his 
silent dismay. 


Mabel knelt down until her eyes were at the same level as the little girl’s, her lips curled into 
a huge, friendly grin. “Hey there, little buddy!” she greeted. “Can you speak English?” 


“Little bit,” The little girl answered, with a small nod and a sheepish smile. She casted a 
glance upon the group as a whole. “Um, tourist?” 


Mabel rubbed her chin, eyes wandering. “Well... not really. I guess this is more of a... 
business trip? Let’s call it a business trip.” 


The little girl almost seemed to deflate. “Oh.” She stared down at her shoes. “We don’t have 
many visitors anyway.” 


“Can’t imagine why,” Dipper grumbled, which earned him a light elbow nudge from 
Norman. 


“Say, speaking of visitors,” Mabel leaned closer, her eyes darting left and right 
mischievously, “this village had any recently? Besides us?” 


It was good that Mabel was looking away, so that she didn’t see Dipper rolling his eyes. 
“Mabel, what’re you doing?” he asked. 


“Hey, it’s worth a shot, right?” Mabel barely spared him a glance, his focus still on the little 
girl. “So? Anything?” 


The little girl, to Dipper’s surprise, nodded vigorously. Dipper leaned forward where he sat, 
as everyone’s interest in the girl practically skyrocketed. Coraline, Wybie, and Neil all 
gathered in a circle around her. The newfound attention clearly overwhelmed her, shrinking 
even more into herself. Mabel was quick to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder, and with 
a warm smile, she urged the little girl to elaborate. 


Eventually, haltingly, she did. 


“Um. Five men, using weird helicopter. Asked around, made people feel weird. After a while, 
they went into abandoned mine shaft just southwest of village. Haven’t seen them since.” 


The group spent a moment staring at the girl in awe, then at each other. Dipper could almost 
laugh at their current situation. Talk about a stroke of luck. 


“How’d you know all that?” Coraline asked, sounding genuinely awe-struck. 


“Um. Got curious. Watched them. Followed them.” The little girl stared down at her feet 
again, her voice growing quieter with every word. 


Coraline barked out a laugh. The smile on her face all but said that she’s impressed. “Nosy 
little snoop, aren’t cha?” 


The little girl perked up at the sound of Coraline’s laugh. Still, she shyly shifted her feet from 
side to side. “It was fun. Village is boring, most times,” she giggled. 


Coraline nodded at her. “Nice job, kid. Nice job,” she praised. All the little girl could do was 
blush. 


“Wybes, ring the happy couple. We just found our next quest marker.” Coraline spun on her 
heels and wasted no time to start marching away, with Wybie scurrying after her, 
communicator already in hand to dial Lili and Raz. She spared a glance over her shoulder and 
shouted, “Alright, ya little trolls, time to move out!” 


Dipper rose to his feet, brushed off the slush sticking to the back of his pants, and was about 
to follow after Coraline, when he paused. Mabel still knelt by the little girl, clearly reluctant 
to leave her. Dipper held back the urge to sigh, instead coughing to catch her attention, and 
motioning for her to hurry it up. Mabel shot him a pout, biting her lip rather awkwardly as 
she turned to face the little girl. 


“Okay, we gotta bounce now, but as thanks for helping us out, III let you in on a little 
secret.” Mabel placed a hand on the little girl’s shoulder. Her smile shifted from awkward to 
warm and genuine. “Your little village is way more special than you think.” 


Dipper’s mouth fell open. “Mabel!” 


“Dipper...” Norman’s voice came just inches away from his ear. Dipper crossed his arms and 
huffed, while trying his best to hide his quickly reddening cheeks. 


Mabel quite literally hopped up to her full height, before dashing off to rejoin the others, 
waving back at the little girl all the while. The little girl, in turn, waved back at her, though 
not with as much enthusiasm as Mabel’s. 


It wasn’t long until Mabel caught up. She still had a big, goofy grin plastered on her face. 
“That kid’s gonna be a great Mystery Kid someday,” she said, full of hope. 


Dipper was considerate enough to not roll his eyes, but in spirit, he still did so. “I highly 
doubt that that will happen.” After a moment, his features softened. “But, our world is a 
smorgasbord of weird, so.” 


By this point, Dipper knew he shouldn’t be expecting much from this village, but when he 
arrived at the abandoned mine shaft and found that the entrance had been reduced to little 
more than a hole on the ground, Dipper found himself astonished almost, of just how 
rundown this village is. In fact, they did a double check around the area to make sure that the 
hole really was the mine shaft the little girl told them about. Dipper’s request for a triple 
check was mostly ignored. Wybie pulled out a few flashlights and handed them around. The 
marching order was settled; Coraline and Raz at the front, Wybie and Lili bringing up the 
rear, and the rest in the middle. After that, nothing left to do except to go down the rabbit 
hole. 


Thankfully, the tunnel opened up rather quickly. It was just the entrance that had collapsed, 
with the rest of the shaft in relatively better condition. Relatively, being the key term. It was 
still only wide enough to allow one person at a time, though. So, one by one, they trekked 
deeper down the tunnel. 


“So, that little girl just happened to be tailing our mystery stooges, and saw them going down 
this mine shaft?” Raz asked, his voice echoing. 


“Yea, that’s exactly what I just told you,” Mabel replied, careful to keep her voice down. 
“What’re the odds, am I right?” 


“Exactly.” Lili practically hissed out her response. Ever since finding out they got this lead 
from a random girl, a frown had etched itself onto her brows. “You don’t find that suspicious 
at all?” 


“T find that adorable and awesome.” 


“You weren’t there, Lili,” Coraline chimed in. “That girl’s clean, trust me. My gut says so.” 
She shot a glance over her shoulder. “You should try giving yours a listen sometimes.” 


Lili scoffed. “I can read minds. I don’t need guts.” 


“Then how would you eat?” 
“Neil, please, we’ve got enough smartasses on this charade.” 


The others continued their banter for some time, but Dipper paid them no mind. Incantations 
and their required motions played themselves over and over again in his head. Not that he 
needed it, since he’s far past memorized them, but a little more practice wouldn’t hurt. This 
might not be Delmarva, but this was still a chance to really test out the spells that he’d been 
working on. Whether it’s an alien or an agent of a shadowy corporation, a target’s still a 
target. 


Slowly, carefully, they spent the next five minutes working their way down the shaft. The 
tunnel had become pitch black by this point, with no light coming from outside. If it weren’t 
for the flashlights, the group would be left stumbling around in the dark. Strangely, the air 
seemed to grow warmer the deeper they went. Dipper even had to shed off Norman’s jacket 
and hand it back to him, just from how warm it got. 


Eventually, they came upon a three-way split; a path to the right, a path to the left, and a path 
down the middle. The left and middle path were boarded up with rotting planks of wood, 
while the path to the right used to be boarded up, judging from the remains of rotting wood 
hanging from its sides. 


“Three guesses where our mystery stooges went. First two doesn’t count.” Raz knelt down 
beside the broken pieces of wood, peering closer into them. “Looks pretty fresh.” 


“We must be getting close.” Coraline pulled out her psi-baton from her satchel. With a click, 
the baton extended to its full form, the tip pulsing with power. “Eyes up. Stay sharp. Get 
ready for anything.” 


Dipper flexed his fingers. He’s more than ready. 


They continued onwards and downwards. The banter and small talk between them had 
ceased. The only sounds to be heard were their own breathing and their muffled boots against 
the stone. A good three or four minutes passed in that silence. The ground beneath them 
became more level, so at least they wouldn’t have to worry about slipping and falling 
anymore. The tension in the air was so thick Dipper could almost choke on it. He damn near 
jumped when Raz suddenly raised his hand. 


Everyone stopped dead in their step immediately. Slowly, Raz pressed a finger against his 
lips. 


Dipper held his breath and listened. Faintly, just over the sound of his own heartbeat, he 
heard the all-too familiar crinkling of a campfire. 


Raz switched off his flashlight. One by one, the others followed suit. The tunnel nearly 
turned pitch black, and they would’ve been left scrambling in the dark, if it wasn’t for the 
glint of light coming from around the corner at the far end of the tunnel. Coraline signaled for 
the others to stay put, while she and Raz started creeping forward. Dipper watched the two 


advances with baited breath, a few incantations already at the tip of his tongue, just in case. 
Coraline and Raz reached the corner, peeked around it... and visibly relaxed. 


“It’s clear, guys. Come on over,” Raz called back. Dipper breathed out in relief, and so did 
most of the others, and made his way to the two. 


The cramped tunnel gave way to a roughly circular chamber that seemed to be the site of a 
simple camp. Or, at least it used to be. A slowly dying campfire occupied the center of the 
chamber. Four sleeping bags were abandoned in a haphazard circle around said campfire. A 
fold-up table was left behind against one of the walls, and from where Dipper stood; he could 
see scattered stacks of papers and photographs upon its surface. However, the most striking 
detail about the chamber, was the fact that, opposite of where the group entered, there was a 
gateway that couldn’t have looked more out of place. 


The structure stretched up to about fifteen feet tall and twenty feet wide. Unlike the mine, 
which was built with the singular purpose of keeping the tunnels standing, the gateway 
seemed to be built with being beautiful in mind. The material it was made out of seemed to 
be some kind of heavy, smoothed stone, carved into a depiction of a skull with a pair of bat- 
like wings sprouting from either side of it. The stone gateway was left slightly opened, which 
made it plainly obvious where the men they were hunting had went. 


The group immediately flocked towards the structure. Dipper hung behind, instead 
approaching the table. Dipper scanned through them, finding most of them to be photographs 
of Muchenik, the mine, and a fairly detailed history of both; all of which he immediately set 
aside. Eventually, he came upon a document with both the StrexCorp name and logo 
emblazoned on it. It seemed to be their mission briefing. 


“Suckers never went digital,” Dipper snickered to himself. 


Dipper flipped it open and glance through page after page. It mostly listed directories and 
protocols - a bunch of strangely specific ‘if A, then B’ scenarios - and Dipper nearly 
discarded it until a particular detail caught his eye. Listed under ‘Objective’, there was only a 
single attached image. It was blurry and grainy, but Dipper managed to make out that it was 
an image of a stone tablet. A collection of runes were etched upon the tablet; Dipper couldn’t 
make out most of them, though he managed to recognize one that dominated most of the 
tablet. It depicted some kind of skull, but with a peculiarly flat top, with water - or, at least, 
some kind of liquid - dripping down underneath it. 


Dipper had never seen a rune like that before. 


“This... definitely looks like some kind of paranormal site,” Neil said, breaking the awed 
silence the group had fallen into. “What do you guys think it is?” 


“T think... it’s a tomb?” Wybie shrugged. “I dunno, I’m getting very strong tomb vibes from 
it. You know, with the skull and everything.” 


“Any guesses to what’s in there?” Norman wondered aloud. 


“Probably this.” 


Everyone turned their heads to see Dipper holding up the photograph of the tablet between 
his fingers. 


“It’s a stone tablet, with a bunch of runes on it,” Dipper explained. “I found it in their mission 
briefing. I think this is what they’re looking for down there. The image is a bit blurry, but I 
guarantee you I’ve never seen runes like these before.” 


Dipper spent a while giving each of his friends a closer look of the image. Not that it helped 
much in recognizing anything from it. 


“So, this place is a tomb.” Lili narrowed her eyes at the image. “Dedicated to burying that 
thing.” 


Raz glanced at the dying campfire. “The fire’s still pretty fresh. If we hurry, we might be able 
to catch up to them. That’s still the plan, right?” 


“Obviously.” Coraline twirled the baton in her hand, turning to face the stone gateway. 
“Flashlights off. Except for yours, Wybie. We’ll see if we can’t take ‘em by surprise.” 


Dipper’s lips curled into a knowing smirk. “Permission for one more source of light, 
captain?” 


Coraline raised an eyebrow. “What kind?” she asked. 


Dipper’s smirk shifted into a full, shit-eating grin. Wordlessly, he removed his thick gloves to 
reveal the latex gloves that he’d been wearing under it this whole time. 


“Tgnos zukos surturos.” 


The runes etched on the gloves burst into a bright red light, before dimming down to a gentler 
glow. 


Coraline simply shrugged. “Yeah, sure, whatever.” 

Coraline, Wybie, Raz, and Neil worked together to open up the stone gateway even further. 
With that done, all eight of them stood before the dark abyss before them. Only one thing left 
to do. 


Go deeper down the rabbit hole. 
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The light that spilled over from the makeshift campsite behind them quickly dwindled. Now, 
the only thing keeping the group from being plunged into darkness were the light from 
Wybie’s flashlight, the faint purple glow from the tip of Coraline’s psychic baton, and the 
runic glow from Dipper’s gloves. Even though it put most of them on edge, Norman had to 
admit Coraline’s order to proceed down the tunnel with as little light as possible made sense. 
If they could catch the StrexCorp employees by surprise, then things wouldn’t have to get 
messy, and he really didn’t want things to get messy. Still, the darkness unnerved him. 
Scratch that, this entire structure unnerved him. Ever since he first laid eyes on the macabre 
gateway, there was a growing, gnawing sense of unease from the pit of his stomach. But, a 
strange, vague whisper at the back of his head told him to descend. 


So, he did. 


The group would stop intermittently, so that Raz and Lili could scan the darkness ahead for 
any kind of cerebral presence. 


“Anything?” Coraline would impatiently ask in the silence that followed. 
“Nothing yet,” Raz would always answer, visibly growing impatient as well. 


Within the next five minutes, that sentiment quickly spread to the rest of the group. As usual, 
Dipper was quick to voice exactly how that should be remedied. 


“This is taking too long! If our mystery stooges haven’t got the stone tablet before, they sure 
as hell have now.” At least he still had the common sense to keep his voice to a loud whisper. 
“Let’s get the lights back on and rush in after them!” 


“Ey, cool it, Pines,” Coraline hissed. “We don’t know what they can do, and since this is 
StrexCorp, I’m guessing they can do a lot.” 


“Who cares what they can do?! We have Norman.” 


Norman blinked at the sudden mention of his name. Everyone’s eyes were immediately 
drawn towards Norman, towards the constant elephant in the room that has been left mostly 
unmentioned since the end of Weirdmageddon. Even though they were all his closest friends, 
Norman couldn’t help but wilt a little where he stood. Coraline’s gaze softened, before 
hardening once more as she shifted her attention back to Dipper. 


“Who, last I checked, wants to keep his powers as a last resort,” she practically spat. The 
glare on Dipper’s brow faded, his gaze locking with Norman’s for a moment, before he 
looked away with a guilty frown. 


Norman sent his leader a small smile of gratitude. “Thanks, Coraline,” he said. 


Coraline acknowledged it with a nod. “We’re keeping the element of surprise. End of 
discussion.” She spun on her heels. The group continued their descent, following her lead. 


Tense silence quickly took over once again. Call him selfish, but Norman welcomed it this 
time. Better than questions about his least favorite subject in the world, at least. Besides, the 
silence only lasted until Raz and Lili’s next presence check. The others could bear it. 


Five minutes later, the tunnel opened up to a large chamber. The low light made it difficult to 
discern any specifics, but as Wybie hastily pointed his flashlight around the room, Norman 
could at least tell the room was circular, with a dome-like ceiling. There were at least four 
pillars within the room; two near where the group entered, two at the far end of the room. The 
group had only taken three steps into the room when they came to a sudden, immediate halt. 
The light from Wybie’s flashlight stopped at the center of the chamber, illuminating the shape 
of a lone figure. 


A man stood at the center of the chamber, his back facing the Mystery Kids. The jacket he 
was clothed in carried the familiar bright yellow of StrexCorp, so there was no mistaking it; 
he was one of the four men they were searching for. However, something felt off. When the 
group entered, their footsteps echoed throughout the cavernous chamber; a noise the man 
must have heard, but for some reason, didn’t react to. Even now, with a light shining on his 
back, the man remained completely, unnervingly still. 


Norman tensed. Something’s definitely not right. 
Raz stepped forward, pointing a hand pulsing with psychic energy towards the man. 


“This is the Psychonauts! You’re under arrest for trespassing on a paranormal site!” he 
barked. “Put your hands up and turn around, before we make you!” 


The man offered no response; not even a nervous twitch, or a surprised jolt. The pulse of 
energy on Raz’s hand grew brighter. 


“T’m not kidding around, man! Turn around! Now!” 


Still no response. The pulsing energy reached a peak. 


“Raz,” Lili reached over and lowered Raz’s outstretched arm. Still, her guarded gaze never 
left the man, “I’m not sensing a presence from him.” 


Raz glanced at Lili, confused, but still kept his focus on the man. The others, Norman 
included, took a step forward as well, even though they were still unsure of the situation. The 
man still hasn’t moved an inch. 


Wybie panned his flashlight upwards. Everyone gasped. 


A large spike had descended from the shadows above and pierced through the crown of the 
man’s head. The spike itself was of smooth, black metal, blending in almost perfectly with 
the darkness. Dried blood pooled around the man’s feet, and it was only then that Norman 
noticed the spike had impaled the man through and through, exiting out of the insides of the 
man’s left thigh. 


Norman felt his stomach churn at the sight of it. Everyone else didn’t seem to take it well, 
either. 


Coraline and Lili wore a look of both horror and disgust. Neil was quick to clench his eyes 
shut and look away, shielding his closed eyes with his hands for good measure. Raz, the 
closest out of them to the man’s corpse, took hasty steps back with a grimace. Wybie 
dutifully kept his flashlight shining on the corpse, even though it was clear he’d rather do 
anything else. Mabel seemed to have it the worst out of all of them; she broke away from the 
group, retching and heaving, desperately trying to hold down her lunch. Dipper was by his 
sister’s side immediately. 


“That’s... one stooge accounted for.” Raz’s disturbed remark finally broke the group of their 
stunned silence. At least, it was enough to get Wybie to shine his flashlight on things besides 
the... corpse. 


As the light swept across the floor, it was clear that the tile the man had stepped was a 
pressure plate of some kind that activated the trap. In fact, most of the tiles in the chamber 
seemed to be of a similar type, stretching from one end of the room to the other, with the 
borders being the pillars on each side of the room. The light then craned upwards, way up, 
illuminating the ceiling of the chamber, revealing it to be /ittered with holes, with one in 
particular being the one that sprouted the spike that impaled the man. If it wasn’t clear before, 
then it is now; this whole room is a death trap. 


Coraline gave them time to process and recover, but Norman understood that they’re still on 
the hunt, so he had no complaints when she urged the group to continue only a minute later. 


The group didn’t take any chances with which tiles were safe and which tiles were not. Raz 
and Lili simply floated them all to the other side of the chamber. Understandably, the path the 
two took them involved giving the corpse a very wide berth. 


They touched down on the other side of the chamber and collected themselves with little 
hassle. A tunnel stood before them, practically identical to the tunnel they had emerged from. 
Wybie shined his flashlight down the length of it. The light traveled for good few dozen feet, 
before it was met with impenetrable darkness. It seemed they still have a long way to go. 


“So. Deadly spike traps. In a tomb.” Wybie nervously barked out a laugh that sounded almost 
hilariously fake. “Yeah, that- it’s- that checks out.” 


“Tf that tablet is as dangerous as it seemed, it’s highly likely that this... death trap won’t be 
the last,” Dipper noted, not-so-subtly shooting Coraline a pointed stare. “We’re still going in 
dark?” 


“We just have to be even more careful,” Coraline replied, resolute as ever. Without another 
word, she raised her baton, ready to descend deeper. 


“Wait!” Neil’s sudden shout echoed in the tunnels. Everyone paused and turned, to see Neil 
wearing an incredulous expression. “What, we’re just gonna leave him there?!” 


At that moment, an uncomfortable silence fell upon the group. Among them, Raz was the 
first to try an answer, as slow and hesitant as it was. 


“Well... the hell are we supposed to do with him?” he asked back. The only answer Neil 
could offer was the same silence and an averted gaze. Raz heaved a sigh and shook his head. 
“Let’s just- we’ll call the cleanup crew later. They can... handle him.” 


Norman stepped in beside Neil, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Hey, if it makes you 
feel any better, I don’t see his spirit anywhere.” When Neil glanced over at him, Norman 
offered him a small, comforting smile. “So... I think he’s already accepted it.” Neil blew out 
a heavy sigh, but it seemed Norman’s words were still enough for Neil to continue without 
his shoulders slumped down. 


Their descent continued. Any form of small talk was kept to a minimum, again, so as to not 
alert the StrexCorp agents they were hunting. Although, after what just happened, no one was 
really in a chatty mood. The silence gave Norman plenty of time to think, and he couldn’t 
help but think about the unfortunate man from earlier, especially about how his ghost was 
nowhere to be seen. Even though he had said that to ease Neil’s conscience, it honestly stuck 
out as a sore point for him. The man must have died a sudden, unexpected death, and from 
his own experience, the ghosts of people who died in such a way would stick around where 
they died for days, or even weeks, not realizing that they had died. The absence of the man’s 
ghost seemed... strange, even troubling. 


Norman was so caught up in his thoughts that he nearly jumped when a hand was placed 
against his chest, stopping him in his tracks. The hand was Coraline’s, and it was only then 
that Norman realized that the rest of the group had stopped as well. Without a word, Coraline 
knelt down, bringing her baton and using its tip to illuminate the floor. The purple glow was 
faint, but it was enough to reveal that, just inches from where they stood, the tiling of the 
floors changed to a different style. The floor had been tiled into a small, cobblestone-type 
style, but beyond used bigger tiles, about five feet across each. The changed seemed very 
deliberate. 


Coraline glanced up at Raz and gave him a small nod. Raz seemed to understand what she 
meant, as he immediately conjured a small psychic fist. With a small motion of his own fist, 
the psychic fist swung down and struck one of the bigger tiles. The force of the strike sunk 


the tile into the floor by a few inches. There was barely audible click, before the tile suddenly 
shot up at an incredible speed, slamming into the ceiling. 


Both Raz and Coraline stepped back. Wybie shined his flashlight further down the tunnel, 
revealing a series of haphazard, out-of-place ‘pillars’ jutting out of the floor. 


“More traps,” Dipper said matter-of-factly, but also with a hint of exasperation. 


“And they couldn’t even bother being creative with it.” A ghost of a wry smile crept to 
Coraline’s lips. It didn’t stay for long. 


Just like before, they didn’t take any chances. Bunching up closer together, Raz and Lili lifted 
the group off of the ground, continuing on that way. They gently weaved right and left in the 
air, navigating their way around the many, many ‘pillars’ sprouting out of the floor. They 
have quite a distance to cover, as Norman still saw ‘pillars’ even at the end of the light from 
Wybie’s flashlight. For a brief moment, he even worried that Raz and Lili might run out of 
energy partway through. 


Sometime through - maybe two, three minutes later - they came to a sudden halt. A single 
‘pillar’ jutted out of the floor only a few feet ahead of them. Around where the pillar struck 
the ceiling was an impossible to miss, dried up, red smear. 


A shiver ran down Norman’s spine. His toes curled inside his thick boots. 


“That... makes two.” Raz blew out a heavy sigh. His gaze lingered on it for no longer than 
necessary. 


In fact, that was exactly what they all did. Without much fanfare, Raz and Lili steered them 
around the ‘pillar’ and left it behind in the shadows. 


“Yea, that settles it. I am so not having dinner tonight,” Mabel moaned with a frantic shake of 
her head, once the ‘pillar’ was out of sight. 


“Same boat, sister. Same boat.” Neil winced and shivered. 


Meanwhile, Norman had been glancing around. Again, no sign of his ghost around. That’s... 
worrying. 


Eventually, the style of the tiles below them changed back to the smaller, cobblestone-like 
type, and after a quick check just to make sure, Coraline declared it safe for them to touch 
down. The time it took for the group to reach this point seemed to be just enough for them to 
sort-of process the second grisly corpse they’d seen in the last hour, so at the very least they 
were immediately ready to continue. Raz and Lili seemed none the worse for wear too, after 
all the literal heavy lifting that they’ve been doing, so that’s good. Falling back to their 
marching order, the Mystery Kids descended even deeper. 


A strange, vague whisper at the back Norman’s head told him that their destination was near. 
He let a familiar surge of energy flow from his center to his shoulders, just in case. 


Indeed, it wasn’t very long at all until they came upon another massive gateway. Just like the 
entrance to the tomb, there was a carved depiction of a skull with a pair of bat-like wings 
sprouting from either side of it. However, unlike the entrance, this one seemed to be made out 
of a darker, heavier type of stone. It looked rougher as well, untold years’ worth of 
degradation taking its toll. Somehow, the damage it had sustained made it appear ever more 
sinister that it already was. 


Also, like the entrance, it had been left slightly open. Keeping that small gap open was a 
single, unmoving hand, clad in a sleeve colored a StrexCorp yellow, sticking out from the 
other side. 


The Mystery Kids took a collective step back when they noticed it. Some groaned in disgust, 
while others simply pulled a face. Norman was among the latter. 


“That’s... three.” Raz sighed. This time, he sounded almost exasperated than horrified. He 
gave Coraline a glance with a weak shrug. “One to go?” 


Coraline’s lips thinned and she shook her head. “Let’s just... crack this thing open.” 


That being said, Norman felt an unspoken agreement among them that nobody wanted to get 
anywhere near the lifeless hand. Raz must have sensed the sentiment as well, as he 
wordlessly conjured a pair of massive psychic fists out of thin air. After motioning for the 
others to stay clear, and they complied, Raz placed a psychic fist on each side of the gateway 
and pulled. The heavy gateway budged under Raz’s tremendous effort, inch by tiny inch, the 
grating sound of stone scraping against stone filling the air. With a final grunt, one final burst 
of energy, Raz had made an opening about a few feet wide. It wasn’t a very large gap at all, 
but at least there was room for the group to skirt around where the rest of the man’s corpse 
must be. Norman guessed that would be Raz’s goal. 


Wybie shined a light into the chamber and immediately bit back a scream. 
Speaking of the rest of that man’s corpse. 


While the man’s hand had been left in a relatively good shape, if understandably a bit deathly 
pale, the rest of him was an absolutely horrific sight. It was as if he’d dried up, in the most 
literal sense, his skin grotesquely sticking to and stretched over his skeleton. His yellow 
StrexCorp jacket, jodhpurs, and boots had been shredded apart and left in tatters. His eye 
sockets were empty and his jaw hung open, connected to his skull only by the barest threads 
of sinewy skin. The fear, the panic, the agony that he must have felt in the last moments of 
his life, forever inscribed onto the grim visage. 


Mabel immediately latched on to her brother and buried her face in his shoulder, shivering. 
The others simply stayed rooted in place, stunned. 


Eventually, Norman managed to regain enough of his senses to take a quick glance around. 
Just like the other two men, his ghost was nowhere to be seen. 


“God, what happened to this guy?” Wybie got as close as he was willing to with the corpse, 
which was still a good five feet away. He didn’t bother with hiding the disgust in his voice. 


“It’s like he shat out every last drop of liquid inside him. Like, extreme diarrhea.” 


Mabel instantly groaned, muffled by Dipper’s shoulder. “Gah, you made it worse! Somehow, 
you made it worse! I hope you’re happy!” 


“Whatever caused this, it’s in there.” Coraline pointed into the chamber beyond with her 
baton. She gave everyone a resolute nod. “Stay close, everyone. Eyes and ears open. Be 
prepared for anything.” 


Everyone, Norman included, gave each other reassuring looks. They fell back to their 
marching order, this time clustered together much closer than before. 


The room beyond the gateway was massive, larger than even the chamber with the spike trap. 
It was large enough that the light from Wybie’s flashlight couldn’t pierce through to the other 
end of the chamber. It couldn’t even reach the ceiling when Wybie pointed it upwards, or the 

walls around them when Wybie pointed it left and right. For the moment, Norman world was 
reduced to just himself and his seven friends, huddled together around what little light source 
they had allowed themselves to use. A speck of light in an ocean of darkness. 


It was... unsettling. More than unsettling, it was downright scary. It was enough for Norman 
to let his power surge down to his elbows. 


Nevertheless, they pressed on. Heeding Coraline’s words to heart, they stayed close, they 
kept their eyes and ears open, and they prepared themselves for anything. 


Wait. 
Raz’s familiar voice echoed inside Norman’s mind. He stopped, and so did everyone else. 
Hear that? 


Norman focused, and at first, all he heard was the sound of his friends breathing. However, 
bit by bit, his ears began to pick up something else. It was a faint, very faint sound, barely 
audible above his own thundering heartbeat. It was a sound Norman recognized as a tiny 
wing flapping through the air, and it came from above. 


Wybie pointed his lights up, darting around in the dark trying to find the source of the sound. 
For a moment, there was nothing but the same inky darkness, until, for a split second, 
something zipped past the light. It moved past far too quick to make out the shape, but there 
was no denying that there was some kind of creature moving around in the room besides 
them. A few more moments passed, until something zipped past Wybie’s light again, two of 
them this time. Next, there were three, four, five, and no matter where he pointed the light, he 
would always catch sight of it. At the same time, the sounds of flapping wings grew louder 
and louder, echoing from every part of the massive chamber. 


“Everyone, lights on!” Coraline’s voice rang clear in the chamber. No one wasted a single 
second to comply. 


Lights blared out in every direction. Norman’s jaw fell slack. 


Surrounding the Mystery Kids, possibly numbering in the hundreds, was a massive, roiling, 
shifting swarm of crimson-eyed bats. 


Norman immediately thought back to the corpse, drained and shriveled. He’s certain he 
wasn’t the only one who made the connection. 


Raz and Lili immediately conjured a psychic barrier around them, unprompted. The swarm of 
bats hasn’t actually made a move yet, besides circling rather menacingly around the group, 
but Norman was glad to know nobody in the group was taking any chances. Or, at least, he 
did, until he spotted Dipper stepping outside of the barrier. 


It was as if his heart leapt to his throat. A surge of energy flowed all the way down to his 
wrists before he could rein them in. 


“Dipper, what are you doing?! Get back in here!” Coraline barked, her voice a mix of anger 
and fear. She looked like she was about to jump out of the barrier and drag him in herself. 


The only reason she didn’t was because Dipper glanced over his shoulder, wearing a smirk 
that gave them all pause. He faced forward again, facing the bat swarm, his head held high. 
He raised a hand, his palm open, his glove still emitting a low, runic glow. His fingers made a 
series of quick, intricate gestures, drawing shapes in the air, each one passing by too fast for 
Norman to recognize. Whatever those gestures and shapes were, it seemed to work. The 
runes glowed brighter. 


“Flambos maximos!” 


A red, glowing runic circle materialized on the palm of Dipper’s hand, and shooting out from 
it, was a jet of roaring, searing, hot flame. In an instant, the dark chamber was bathed in light. 
The jet of fire felled the bats by the dozen, their squeals of pain as they were burned alive 
filling the room, almost louder than the jet of fire itself. Norman and the rest could only 
watch in silent awe at the fearsome display of Dipper’s true magical prowess. This was it; the 
‘upgrade’ that he’d been so excited to try out, and he definitely appear to be enjoying it. 
Between the roaring flames and the bats’ dying squeals, Norman heard the wonderful sound 
of Dipper laughing his lungs out. 


The jet of sustained fire lasted for nearly a full minute. By the time it dwindled to a stop, the 
floor was littered with the charred, smoking corpses of hundreds and hundreds of bats. 
Darkness quickly took over the chamber once more. But, there was still more than enough 
light to see Dipper slowly turn back around to face the group. His lips were stretched into a 
smug grin, his glove still carrying a few leftover licks of flame from his spell. 


“And that... is why I want to get out into the field.” Dipper’s grin grew even wider. The 
stupefied looks on everyone’s faces must be a real treat to him. Norman, frankly, was still at a 
loss for words. 


However, Coraline was not. “You wanted to greet the aliens at Delmarva with a fireball to the 
face?” Her head cocked to the side, a hand on her hip. Her wit was as swift and sharp as ever, 
even after a show like that. 


Dipper simply shrugged with a cheeky smirk. “Only if they start things off with laser guns. 
It'll send a clear message, I think.” 


“Hell yeah it will,” Wybie said breathlessly, his eyes still as wide as saucers. “Um, by the 
way, is your glove still supposed to be on fire?” 


“Huh?” 
Dipper looked down at his right hand, and shrieked. 


He frantically flailed his hand around, trying to put out the flame. When that didn’t work, and 
the flame almost seemed to get bigger instead, Dipper quickly pried the glove off with his 
other gloved hand, before tossing the burning glove to the floor. He stomped on the glove, 
over and over, until finally, the fire was extinguished. With that over, Dipper composed 
himself, or, at least he tried to, as all he did was awkwardly place his hands on his hips, while 
the others watched with amusement. Even in the dim light, Norman still saw his cheeks 
gaining a deep shade of red. So much for Dipper, the master of magic. 


“So,” Dipper coughed, “apparently latex is way more flammable than I thought.” 
Norman was kind enough to hold back a laugh. Mabel and Raz were not nearly as kind. 


“Alright, let’s not stick around here. This place stinks of burnt bats now.” Coraline took her 
place at the front of the group again, baton raised, ready to lead. “Double time, team. And 
don’t bother with stealth. No way our final stooge missed that lightshow.” She had already 
started walking, when she suddenly paused. Her features twisted into a deep frown. “If he’s 
still alive.” 


Norman paused for a moment, too, sighing. As he looked around, seeing similar expressions 
of doubt and hesitance, he knew they all had the same question on their mind; will they find 
the final StrexCorp agent alive, or will they find another unfortunate soul who met a grisly 
end? 


That question was answered as they reached the end of the chamber. 


Yet another gateway stood before the group. It bore a familiar depiction of a skull with bat- 
like wings sprouting from either side of it, though this gateway was much, much larger than 
the already massive gateways they had encountered before, built from some kind of reddish, 
polished stone that looked even heavier than the other gateways. It appeared to be completely 
impenetrable, and this time, there was no gap in the gateway that the group could use to pry it 
open. What was present, however, curled up by the foot of the gateway, was a shriveled, 
desiccated corpse riddled with hundreds upon hundreds of bite marks all over its grisly form. 


“And... that’s all four.” Raz said, ending with a long, heavy sigh. Norman might be mistaken, 
but he sounded more disappointed than disturbed by this discovery. 


A beat of silence followed, as even after they went through this three times already, they still 
had no idea exactly what they should do in a situation like this. 


“I thought these guys are supposed to be dangerous.” Dipper’s voice broke the silence, 
looking at Raz and Lili from the corner of his eye. 


“They are. This is... weird.” Lili frowned, confused and disgusted at the same time. “These 
agents could give people like Sasha and Milla a hard time.” 


“Maybe these guys are still rookies? And this mission could be some sort of final test they 
need to pass properly join the company, or something.” Wybie’s speculation sounded 
reasonable enough, and neither Raz nor Lili said anything against it. 


Norman chanced a glance around with his flashlight. He was barely surprised when he saw 
no sign that the man’s ghost had lingered around. Either there’s something seriously wrong 
with this tomb, or there’s something seriously wrong with these agents themselves. Norman 
couldn’t decide which possibility disturbed him more. 


“So... do we turn back?” Neil wondered, glancing over his shoulder to where they came 
from. “The agents... won’t be a problem anymore, so-” 


“Are you kidding? Of course not!” Dipper immediately snapped. ““We came all the way down 
here, we’re gonna see it through to the end!” 


Raz hummed as he placed a hand under his chin. “Our mission is to secure the site. Leaving 
now wouldn’t exactly make this place secure.” 


“Ten points to Aquato.” Coraline stepped closer to the gateway - stepping around the corpse, 
of course - and tapped her baton against the stone. It bounced off easily, not leaving even a 
single scratch. “Now, to crack this door open...” 


A closer look at the gateway revealed the existence a small slot right below the carved skull 
with bat-like wings that looked like it could fit in some kind of round object. Dipper, the one 
who first spotted the slot, told the others to search around for anything that might be able to 
fit into the slot. After a good five minutes, the search proved to be fruitless, until Norman 
noticed that the curled up corpse seemed to be clutching something in his hands. Telling the 
others, Dipper suggested that the psychics could try to take the item from the dead man’s 
hands. Surprisingly, Lili was the slower of the two to say ‘not it’. So, with a great deal of both 
caution and reluctance, Lili psychically pried the man’s arms away from the object, before 
slowly pulling the object away from the corpse’s clutches. The object in question turned out 
to be a stone skull, made from the same reddish stone material as the gateway and, judging 
from how Dipper’s eyes lit up, seemed to be exactly what they need to unlock the gateway. 
Floating the skull over to Dipper with perhaps more force than was necessary, Dipper was 
quick to insert the skull into slot back-first, before taking a few steps back and gesturing for 
the others to do the same. 


Norman heard, and felt, a deep rumble. The eyes on both skulls flashed a sudden burst of red 
light, before the stone doors began to part in two. The sound of stone scraping against stone 
once again filled the air, dust and pebbles raining from the ceiling as the impossibly heavy 
doors moved for the first time in what must be centuries. With an echoing, thunderous boom, 
the doors came to a halt, leaving the Mystery Kids standing before a gaping maw of darkness. 


They all gave each other a look that meant so much - reassurance, trepidation, anticipation - 
before stepping together across the threshold. 


The chamber beyond didn’t appear to be as large as the previous one - Norman’s flashlight 
could actually reach the ceiling this time - but it was by no means small. Even as the group 
entered and with each of them holding a flashlight, huge swaths of the chamber remained 
hidden in the darkness. The first thing Norman noticed upon entering was the downwards 
ramp placed right after the gateway, and that the rest of the floor seemed to sit on a lower 
elevation than the chamber before. The second thing he noticed was a pair of unlit braziers 
fixed into the stone wall on either side of the entrance. He spotted more braziers all fixed 
alongside the walls of the chamber as the others swept their flashlights across the chamber. 
He pointed them out to Raz and Lili, and they understood what he insinuated immediately. 
One by one, each of the braziers burst into flame, thanks to either Raz or Lili’s pyrokinesis. 
With a total of eight braziers now alight, the chamber was bathed in light. 


Now with proper light sources around, the group could see the chamber in detail. Norman 
was right when he guessed this chamber was smaller compared to the last. Much smaller, in 
fact. Everything in it seemed to be made from the same reddish, polished stone as the 
entrance, so it was as if the entire room had been painted a shade of red. The walls were 
covered in disturbing amounts of carvings of symbols, none of which Norman recognized. 
There was a smattering of objects of interest in the room; the layout of it reminded Norman 
almost of a classic throne room. Four statues stood on slightly elevated platforms against the 
walls of the room, two on each side, facing parallel with each other. At least, Norman 
assumed they were statues. The untold centuries it must have endured have deformed it to the 
point that he couldn’t tell what it’s supposed to depict anymore; leaving only a vaguely 
shaped stone construct. Shallow grooves were carved into the floor, starting from the top of 
the ramp at the entrance, as if emulating the grand carpets rolled out in throne rooms that led 
to the throne itself. In fact, where the ‘carpet’ ended might have been a raised throne, once, if 
the ceiling on top of it hadn’t collapsed. Whatever it was before, now it’s only a worthless, 
giant pile of rubble. However, fixed into the wall high above the pile of rubble, surrounded 
by a triangle of strange runes, was something that was definitely not worthless. Norman had 
only seen it once before, in a small, blurry photograph, but he recognized it all the same. The 
way Dipper’s face lit up when he spotted it and how he immediately sprinted closer to it only 
confirmed it. 


“That’s it, that’s the stone tablet.” Dipper pointed a finger to it, looking over his shoulder 
with a grin that stretched from ear to ear. He stepped back, taking a deep breath to compose 
himself. “Alright, let’s grab it. Raz, lift me up.” 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, hold up.” Coraline jogged over and caught up with Dipper. 
“Nobody said nothing about taking that thing with us.” 


Dipper looked at Coraline like she just grew a second head. “Um, the reason why we came 
down here is to secure a paranormal site, and that tablet up there is definitely the reason why 
this place is paranormal. The easiest way to secure it is if we take it with us.” 


“And you think you can just do that? If we pull that thing out, something is going to happen.” 
Coraline’s eyes flitted back to the tablet on the wall, the unease in them clear as crystal. 


“We already ran into three death traps today. What’s one more?” Dipper shrugged with an 
easy smile. 


Coraline was not amused in the slightest. “So, us risking our lives is a joke to you?” she 
snapped. 


“That’s not-” Dipper rubbed his face, heaving a sigh. “Fine, let’s have the others weigh in, 
that’s fair.” He craned his neck to address the rest of the team. “What do you guys think we 
should do? Pull or not pull?” 


The others glanced at one another for a moment. Norman already had a choice in mind, but 
he kept his quiet for now. He’s curious to see what the others had decided. 


“This is gonna sound weird coming from me, Jonesy, but I say we take it,” Wybie said, 
fidgeting a bit when Coraline’s harsh gaze fell on him. “If this place starts, I dunno, 
collapsing or gets filled with gas, we’ll find a way out of it, no problem. I mean, we got out 
of worse, right?” 


Wybie’s words seemed to draw a nervous chuckle out of Neil. “Hey, yeah, I’ve had my fill of 
death traps for today, so let’s maybe don t.” 


“Let’s just take it, whatever,” Mabel mumbled, squirming in her sweater, eyes darting around 
nervously. Even though it was more out of anxiety than anything else, Dipper still seemed 
glad that his sister sided with him. “I just want to get out of this place, pronto.” 


“Believe it or not, I kind of agree with Coraline.” Lili ignored the surprised looks the others 
shot her, continuing with matter-of-fact nonchalance. “The StrexCorp stooges are... not a 
problem anymore, so this site’s basically secure. Besides, this tomb has already been doing a 
great job protecting it for the last couple centuries. We contact the Psychonauts, they station a 
few agents here, and that’s it. We don’t even have to remove the tablet.” 


“Yeah, pretty much what she said.” Raz gestured at Lili with a nod of his head. 
Dipper pouted. “You too, Raz? Come on, man,” he groused, sounding almost offended by it. 


Coraline placed a hand on Dipper’s shoulder and fixed him with a firm, almost grim look. 
“Dipper. Take it from me; some doors are better left unopened. Learned that the hard way.” 


Dipper locked his gaze with Coraline’s for a moment, before he brushed off her hand and 
walked over closer to Raz. Coraline simply exhaled a long sigh and watched. Norman briefly 
wondered if this would be a good time to step in. 


“Let me ask you a simple question, Raz,” Dipper began, “which do you think is safer; a 
centuries-old tomb with traps that we easily got past completely unharmed, whose location is 
not a secret to StrexCorp, or a state-of-the-art Psychonauts vault in a classified location 
somewhere out there in the world?” He paused, presumably to give Raz a moment to think. 
Or, it could simply be for dramatic effect. Knowing Dipper, it could easily be either one. 
“Sure, StrexCorp failed today, hard, but they’re a massive company with unlimited resources 
and a lot of time to spare. Who’s to say they won’t try again?” 


Raz furrowed his brows, his lips twisting to one side. “That’s a good point,” he conceded. 


Lili stepped in front of Raz, her expression screaming incredulous. “Sorry, is Dipper 
charming you over right now? Last I checked, his charisma was at minus five.” 


“Lili, we both know how the Psychonauts work. A tiny village in the middle of a tundra 
wasteland? Getting stationed here is going to count as punishment.” Raz’s words came out 
strained, as if he didn’t want to admit the truth in them. “The agents they place here are 
gonna be pencil-pushers that suck at pencil-pushing. If StrexCorp comes back in full force, 
this tablet is as good as theirs.” 


Lili’s incredulous gaze softened, shifting into seeming understanding, or even an agreement, 
much to Norman’s silent surprise. Dipper, who definitely had noticed the change in Lili, 
stepped into the center of attention with his lips curled into an uncharacteristically charming 
smile. 


“Guys, if we take that tablet, of course something is going to happen. It’s us, the Mystery 
Kids.” His smile shifted from charming to daring. “But, whatever it is, it won’t be a problem 
for us. You wanna know why?” 


Dipper paused. This time, it’s definitely for dramatic effect. 
“Because it’s us, the Mystery Kids.” 


Norman couldn’t help but smile. The others did too, the corners of their lips tugging upwards, 
with some adding a few small chuckles. Norman’s felt his heart skip a beat too, and he’s 
pretty sure he’s the only who did that. He knew he fell for the right guy. 


“This is what I’ve been worried about. About you.” 


Norman, Dipper, everyone else; they all ceased to smile. They turned towards the source of 
the voice; a glowering Coraline. All too quickly, she stood right in front of Dipper, and she 
towered over him. 


“All of this secret agent stuff is going to your head. We stop one apocalypse; suddenly you 
think we’re invincible.” 


Dipper took a step back, fear flashing across his features for a moment, but he still scoffed 
and chuckled. 


“We might as well be! We’re the Mystery Kids!” 


“Oh, for the love of-” Coraline pinched the bridge of her nose and blew out a long breath. 
“You're taking this too far!” Dipper rolled his eyes and turned away, but Coraline grabbed 
him by the shoulder and turned him right back. “You need to take it down a notch and really 
think about how you’ve been acting, because back when you torched those bats, you were 
straight up laughing mad!” 


“Now that’s just changing the subject,” Dipper retorted, rather coldly. 


Norman saw Coraline’s eye twitch, before she let go of Dipper’s shoulder, not saying a word, 
took a step back, turned around, and buried her face in her hands. Norman could barely hear 
her muffled scream. Dipper stood his ground, and he even crossed his arms. 


“Coraline, if there’s anything, anything at all, that we all have in common, it’s that we share 
the same morbid sense of curiosity.” That got Coraline to look up from her hands, only to be 
greeted by a knowing, shit-eating smirk from Dipper. “Don’t pretend like you’re above it.” 


Coraline shifted his gaze from Dipper to the rest of the team, then to the stone tablet, then 
back to the team, then back to Dipper, before she heaved a long, suffering sigh. “If anything 
happens, it’s on you.” 


“Hey, if this starts the apocalypse, I take full responsibility.” 


Coraline rolled her eyes, and as it happened, her gaze landed on Norman. “You’ve been 
keeping your quiet, Norman. Anything to say before this nutjob cracks open Pandora’s Box?” 


With a shrug, Norman finally revealed what’s been on his mind. “If that tablet really is 
dangerous, leaving it so close to the village feels... irresponsible,” he replied. 


“Oh, right, that’s a good one!” Dipper blurted out. He coughed, composed himself, then sent 
Coraline a smirk. “I believe that’s what the people call a unanimous vote.” 


Coraline had turned away, and didn’t bother looking back when she spat, “Raz, just splatter 
that big head against the ceiling.” 


Raz didn’t do exactly that, but he did lift Dipper up to the stone tablet and made sure he 
stayed there with his powers, a hand outstretched to help keep his focus. All that Norman, 
and the others, could do was wait, as Dipper spent a good minute or two observing the stone 
tablet, peering closer to the runes inscribed both on it and in a triangle around it. While 
waiting was no problem for Norman, he could tell some of his friends were growing restless. 


“Well? C’mon, just pull it!” Mabel called out. 


“This tablet is magic. You don’t ‘just pull it’, Mabel. There’s a specific process.” Even as he 
answered, Dipper’s eyes remain glued to the stone tablet. He spent the next minute humming 
and mumbling to himself. 


Eventually, he craned his neck to look over his shoulder. “I’m not familiar with most of the 
runes here, but the ones that I do recognize might be enough.” Dipper turned his attention 
back to the tablet. “Most of the outer area inside this triangle is filled warning signs, that I 
think tells some kind of cautionary tale, so they’re probably just there for decoration. There 
are a few Wiccan runes I recognize making up a border between the outer area and the inner 
circle, but I don’t think those are a part of enchantment keeping this tablet in place. Now, 
right above the tablet, we’ve got the alchemical symbol for liquid and the male symbol, and I 
think these two are the only ones relevant to us right now.” 


“And that means?” Raz asked. 


“They’re placed so close together, so I think it’s meant to be read as one. So, that means, to 
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remove the tablet we need the... ‘liquid of man’. 


The rest of the group glanced at each other, wondering what that could possibly mean. 
Already, Norman was not looking forward to where this is going. 


“So, like... spit?” Mabel tried. 
“I was thinking more like sweat.” Neil shrugged. “Dudes sweat all the time. I know I do.” 


“Maybe it’s piss,” Wybie said, which quickly earned him pointed looks from everyone else. 
“Don’t look at me like that. Who’s to say it isn t piss?” 


“Nobody is pissing on the paranormal object.” Lili quickly shut that down, even as she 
looked away and blanched slightly. 


Norman quietly backed away from the group with a grimace, as the group continued to 
discuss which bodily fluids was the one they needed to unlock the tablet. Spinning on his 
heels, Norman wandered aimlessly around the chamber, taking a closer look at symbols 
carved into the walls, but it wasn’t long before he found his attention grabbed by the four 
statues in the room. He strolled over to the base of the one on the left closer to the entrance. 
Looking at it up and down, he still couldn’t figure out what they’re supposed to depict before 
the centuries took its toll. All that Norman saw was a roughly elongated pod-like effigy with 
protrusions jutting out of it at odd places. Although, with the benefit of a closer look, Norman 
now noticed a circular black stone embedded dead center of the statue, seemingly unaffected 
by the years that ruined the rest of the construct. 


In fact, as Norman wandered closer to the other statues, Norman found each of them had a 
circular stone embedded at the center of the construct, with the only difference being their 
color. The statue across from the black stone had a green stone, the statue to the left of the 
green stone had a blue stone, and the statue across from the blue stone had a red stone. 
What’s more, the groove carved into the floor that stretched across the chamber, acting as if 
it’s the grand carpet in a throne room, branched into smaller grooves and into the four statues, 
their grooves disappearing into a tiny slot at the base of each statue. Norman stroked his chin. 
Rather peculiar. 


Wondering about the stones and the statues only distracted him for so long, and eventually, he 
returned his attention to his friends. Much to his displeasure, the topic of their discussion has 
not changed. 


“Wow, you lot are way more innocent than I thought.” Coraline sucked in air through gritted 
teeth, her cheeks coloring a faint red, and she hesitated as she continued. “Guys... liquid of 
man, it’s... it’s ji-” 


“Blood.” 


Everyone turned their heads towards Dipper. His voice as he spoke that word was filled with 
dangerous conviction. 


“The liquid of man. It must be blood.” 


As if in a trance, Dipper reached into his pocket and pulled out a pocket knife, before settling 
it against the palm of his hand. 


Norman, struck with newfound doubt, took hurried steps closer to the group. Anything that 
needed blood was a cause for second thought. “Uh, Dipper, maybe-” 


Dipper slid the knife across his palm. Red stained the knife, and red slowly dripped down 
from his hand. Norman and the others could only watch as Dipper smeared red across the 
stone tablet, until every single inch of its surface was coated by a thin layer of blood. Dipper 
slowly withdrew his bloodstained hand, while his other hand’s grip on the knife slackened 
and it dropped and clattered to the ground, his motions still as if he’s in a trance. Norman’s 
eyes grew wide as the blood seemed to seep into the stone tablet, until not a single drop 
remained on its surface. There was a sudden, sharp hiss of air, and the stone tablet slowly slid 
out of the wall and dropped into Dipper’s awaiting hands. A dark hole remained where the 
tablet used to be. 


“He’s got it, now bring him down from there,” Norman said as he nudged Raz’s shoulder. 
The urgency and worry in his voice surprised even him. 


Raz shot him a playful smirk. “Alright, I was just about to, you don’t-” 


A sudden geyser of red burst out of the hole where the tablet once was. Dipper took it straight 
to the face, and he shrieked and choked and gagged at the sudden burst liquid slamming 
against his face. Raz, eyes suddenly wide as saucers, immediately pulled Dipper away from 
the hole and set him down on his feet as gently as he could. Dipper stumbled but managed to 
keep his footing, coughing profusely. Norman and Mabel were by his side in an instant. 
Amazingly, he still had the stone tablet clutched in his hands. 


“Oh, god, I got some in my mouth.” Dipper heaved and spat, while Mabel patted his back. He 
looked down to his body to see the front of his jacket drenched in red, and as he smacked his 
lips, a horrified visage slowly dawned upon him. “Is this... is this blood?!” 


The sound of water crashing against stone reached Norman’s ears, and as worried as he was 
for Dipper, he still found himself turning his head towards the source. What he saw wasn’t 
water; it was thick, red blood, still gushing out of the hole where the tablet once was and 
down to the pile of rubble below. It wasn’t long until the entire pile was drenched in red, but 
the flow kept going, the blood pooling inside the grooves carved into the floor. The pool 
quickly became a river, and everyone scrambled away from its path. The river of blood 
followed the grooves on the floor that led to the entrance, and the smaller grooves that led to 
the four statues, the blood disappearing into the small slot each statue’s base. Everyone’s 
reaction was to simply stare in bewildered, horrified silence. 


A strange, vague whisper tickled the back of Norman’s mind. A shiver ran down his spine. 
They weren’t statues. They never were statues. 


They’re coffins. 


Realization struck him like a lightning bolt. 
Four sealed coffins. 

Black. Green. Blue. Red. 

Four winged beasts. 

Obsidian. Emerald. Cerulean. Crimson. 
“Guys, my vision! It’s-!” 


There was a disgusting, sputtering sound, and it came from the hole. Everyone turned to look, 
and saw the hole spurting out what seemed to be the last of its blood like a dying faucet. The 
river of blood that had so suddenly formed then vanished just as abruptly, disappearing into 
the small slots so fast it was as if the slots were sucking them up. Within seconds, the only 
proof that the river once existed was the red-stained grooves on the floor. 


Then, silence. 


For a long moment, everyone was too scared to act. Hell, everyone was too scared to make a 
sound. 


Suddenly, a boom. Everyone jumped. A moment of silence passed, then another boom. This 
time, they realized that it came from one of the coffins nearer to the entrance; the one that 
Norman knew had a black stone. Everyone dashed to it, gathered around it, but still kept a 
safe distance from it. Another boom, and cracks began to form at the sides. Another boom, a 
large crack split the coffin down the middle. Another boom, and the front of the coffin 
shattered into dust. 


As the dust settled, an entity stumbled out of the ruined coffin and fell into a crumpled heap 
on the ground below. Everyone jumped back. Psychic powers were readied, a baton and a 
grappling hook were drawn. 


A strange, vague whisper told Norman to approach, so he did. 


From the corners of his eye, he spotted his friends freaking out, shaking their heads and 
gesturing for him to come back. He ignored them. He approached until he’s within an arm’s 
length from the crumpled entity. 


The entity began to shift, and Norman realized, this entity was a woman. Her form was 
covered by a tattered, worn cloak, black as pitch. The only thing left uncovered by the cloak 
was a single, frail hand, colored an unhealthy shade of pale white, the skin practically 
clinging to the bones beneath, ending on a series of long, cracked nails. Her dark hair, long 
and wild and stringy, fell down around her head, obscuring her face from view. Norman 
hesitated for a moment, but decided to start with something simple. 


“E-excuse me, miss?” 


The woman flinched. A wary eye peeked out from under her hair, her pupils black as 
midnight. At the sight of her eye, Norman paused, for reasons he couldn’t quite understand. 
That eye; it looked so familiar, and yet so unsettling. 


Norman gulped, setting his doubts aside for now. He knelt down as close as he dared to her, 
and slowly extended a gentle hand out to her. The woman’s single visible eye widened, and 
she jerked away from him. Norman curled his lips into his friendliest smile. 


“D-don’t be afraid. I... we can help you, if you need help.” 


With suspicion still thick in her eyes, the woman leaned her head forward and... sniffed the 
tips of Norman’s finger. 


“You smell good,” she spoke, her voice barely a whisper, but still rough and grainy. 
Norman blinked. “O-oh. Um, thank you, miss. I-” 


Bony fingers clamped down around Norman’s wrist. The woman lunged, Norman’s world 
spun, and he suddenly found himself lying on his back, with the woman looming over his 
prone form. Her gaunt face beamed, her lips curling into a wide, wicked grin, showing off a 
row of red-stained teeth and a pair of prominent fangs. 


“Very good.” 


The woman dove in. Norman barely had time to scream before he heard the distinct, 
satisfying sound of a psi-blast hitting its target, and the woman was suddenly sent flying, 
crashing against what remained of the coffin she emerged from. Norman looked behind him, 
seeing Lili with a hand outstretched that pulsed with psychic energy and Raz rapidly rushing 
to his side. He grabbed onto Norman by the shoulder, lifted him up to his feet, and dragged 
him back to the group, and it was only then that Norman realized how heavy he’s breathing, 
how weak his knees felt and how his heart thundered in his chest. Raz pushed a hand against 
Norman’s chest, urging him back, while he and Lili placed themselves at the front of the 
group, hands pulsing with psychic energy. Norman glanced around, seeing everyone 
assuming a fighting stance. He did his best to calm himself and assumed a stance as well. 


The woman leapt out of the ruined coffin, seemingly no worse for wear, landing on the floor 
on all fours. She stretched, briefly reminding Norman of a lioness on the prowl, taking erratic 
steps but not approaching the group. She bared her teeth with a hiss, putting her fangs on 
display once more. Her glare glided across the group before focusing on Raz and Lili, on the 
energy pulsing from their hands, her eyes bellying nothing but open hatred and disdain. 


“Psychics,” she snarled, drips of spittle spraying out of her mouth. 
Raz and Lili exchanged nervous, surprised glances. “You know what we are?” Raz asked. 


“Know what you are. Know how you taste.” The woman made a mocking gagging noise. 
“Too bitter. Didn’t like it.” Her bared teeth curled into a cruel grin. She licked her lips. “Too 
hungry to care.” 


The woman pounced. Raz and Lili conjured a barrier, the group quickly falling behind it. The 
woman crashed against the clear barrier hard, and Norman noticed how Raz and Lili’s knees 
nearly buckled. Now at her full height, she towered over the group, with long, gangly limbs 
that flared out in a grotesque manner, ending on razor sharp nails that raked across the 
surface of the barrier, all the while snarling at the group on the other side. Neil’s scream 
joined the sound of the woman’s snarl. She pulled an arm back, her hand and fingers curling 
into a claw, and swung hard. The barrier shattered into pieces instantly. Raz and Lili 
staggered back, Norman heard Mabel yelp as the group scrambled away. Still dazed, Raz was 
defenseless when the woman wrapped her bonelike fingers around his neck and lifted him to 
the air. 


“Dinnertime!” she announced, mad hunger shining in her eyes. She reared her right hand 
back, closed into a fist. “First, turn you into pulp.” 


Norman heard the familiar whirr of a grappling hook firing, and saw the tip of it meeting its 
mark on the woman’s right arm just as she was about to swing. Meeting resistance, the 
woman glanced back to her arm, then her gaze followed the wire until it fell on Mabel. The 
woman glared, Mabel glared back. The woman grabbed the wire sticking to her arm, tangled 
her arm in it, and yanked hard. With a scream, Mabel flew through the air towards the 
woman, her grappling hook flying out of her hands. With uncanny timing, the woman swung 
a backhanded strike that struck Mabel in the gut. The ringing impact turned Mabel’s scream 
into a breathless choke and sent her sailing across the chamber. She crashed against the hard 
ground, rolling until she came to a halt, coughing up spittles of blood. 


“Mabel!” Dipper sprinted to his sister’s side in a flash. 


By this point, Norman felt the group had met a silent understanding; the woman, despite her 
frail, emaciated form, must possess some kind of super strength. 


Lili used the distraction to fire a rapid burst of psi-blasts at the woman’s back. It was enough 
to stagger the woman, causing her to drop Raz, but she remained unscathed. The woman spun 
to face Lili in a flash and pounced, fangs and ‘claws’ bared. Coraline leapt in front of Lili, 
gripping her baton with both hands as she swung it. They impacted against one another with 
so much force that Coraline’s baton was sent flying out her hands and Coraline herself 
tumbled to the ground, but it managed to send the woman veering off of her arc and towards 
the wall. The woman recovered midair, planting all four of her limbs onto the wall as she 
landed, and stayed there. She bent her neck back; far enough back it must cause her pain until 
she’s looking at the group upside down, snarled at them once more, before scurrying up the 
wall and switching over to the ceiling in an unnatural speed. Lili fired off more blasts, none 
of them finding their mark as the woman zipped around in a manner that reminded Norman 
of a cockroach. Still prone on the ground, Raz raised an open hand and furrowed his brows at 
the woman, focused on doing something to her. He closed his hand into a fist, and the 
woman’s cloak burst into flames. The woman let out an inhuman shriek, flailing wildly in an 
attempt to put out the fire. In her panic, her grip loosened on the ceiling of the chamber, and 
she was quick to find herself falling. 


Falling, Norman realized in horror, right in front of him. 


Norman jumped back as the woman smashed onto the floor only inches in front of him. The 
impact didn’t so much as faze her, as she continued her mad scramble to extinguish the fire 
eating away at her cloak. Just as the last of the fire died, Norman’s eyes met hers. Time 
seemed to freeze. 


Norman knew he should’ve used that opportunity to flee. Norman knew the woman was 
beyond reasoning at the moment. However, those thoughts melted away as soon as it formed, 
because Norman finally realized what felt so familiar about her eyes. 


Her irises weren’t round. They’re faceted. Just like his. 


A chunk of debris slammed into the woman’s side, sending her crashing against the base of 
one of the other coffins. Norman blinked. Whatever trance he had fallen into had dissipated, 
his common sense returning to him. He quickly scrambled to make as much distance as 
possible between him and the woman. 


The Mystery Kids had mostly regrouped - Raz back on his feet, Coraline with her baton in 
hand - and ready for a second round, with the exception of Dipper and Mabel, still in a distant 
comer of the chamber. The woman pushed herself off of the base of the coffin, down to all 
fours, and was about to lunge, when she suddenly paused. She craned her neck to look over 
her shoulder, and her mouth cracked into a huge grin. Norman followed her gaze, and paled. 


The coffin behind her was the one with the green stone. From its base, some kind of green 
mist had begun seeping out, seemingly from inside it. Whatever the gas was, Norman could 
already smell it from where he’s standing, and it reeks. The smell reminded Norman of a dead 
rat left out in the summer sun for a week, but worse somehow. The mist slowly but surely 
crept up the height of the coffin, until the entirety of it was covered by a thin, greenish haze. 
The woman hopped closer to it, took a big whiff of the gas, her lips curling into a disturbing 
smile. Then, Norman’s jaw fell slack, as he watched the top of the coffin began to melt. 
Starting from its tip, the solid stone that made up the coffin somehow turning into thick, red 
slush-like substance, sloughing off a section of the top inwards. From the hole it left behind, 
more of the green gas came billowing out, growing thicker and thicker until the coffin itself 
disappeared into the mist. 


That’s when the smell turned from irritating to overwhelming. A hand quickly flew up to 
cover Norman’s nose, and the others did the same. His nose stung and his eyes burned, but 
through it Norman somehow noticed the scent now carried a distinct, strong chemical whiff 
to it. Everyone gathered around the coffin fell into a coughing fit - Neil even started gagging 
- as they were forced to back away just from how strong and repulsive the smell was. 


Now at a safe distance - or at least, as safe as it could get - Norman composed himself, only 
to feel his blood grow cold. From the thick, noxious, green gas, a figure has emerged. 


The figure was a man, wearing raiments that one could describe as exceedingly regal. With 
decorative silver and bronze chains and badges hanging every which way on his coat, the 
intricate embroidery slinking down the length of his long sleeves, and a striking emerald half- 
cape hanging from his right shoulder; he wouldn’t look out of place as a royal prince. A mess 
of withering grey hair atop his head was slicked back and tied off into a small ponytail, save 
for a few wild patches that stuck out here and there. A pair of sunken eyes colored a sickly 


green blinked slowly, framed by heavy, dark bags underneath it. That, combined with the 
deathly pale color of his skin, made him seem as if he’s a bad cough away from keeling over 
and passing on. But, considering the only other individual that had emerged from the coffins, 
then he must be anything but. 


Those two sickly green eyes swept the room, carrying a glint that screamed condescension 
and contempt. However, they widened in surprise when the woman suddenly pounced upon 
the man, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. 


Norman blinked. The woman is hugging the man. 


“Rodrigo!” the woman cheered, before she started licking his cheeks, coating them in a thin 
film of her saliva. The man - apparently named Rodrigo - seemed more amused than 
annoyed, despite the mess she’s making. 


“Nina. Nina, down!” he scolded, but still in a playful tone. When the woman - apparently 
named Nina - fell back down on all fours, Rodrigo knelt beside her, patting her head and 
running his hand through her hair, fondly. “Oh, how I’ve missed you too.” 


Nina beamed under the attention, rubbing her head against his palm almost like a cat, 
practically purring at his touch. Rodrigo ended it by ruffling her, before he shifted attention to 
the scattered group. The warm fondness in his eyes dissipated in an instant, replaced with 
unconcealed contempt. 


“And who are these... rabble?” he spat. 


“Bugs. Except those two.” Nina pointed two crooked fingers at Raz and Lili. She shot 
Rodrigo a wicked, knowing grin. “Those two. Psychics.” 


The hatred in Rodrigo’s eyes turned into something darker, more personal. He sneered and 
bared his teeth, showing off a pair of prominent fangs, growling, “Then they will be the first 
to die.” 


“Whoa, hey!” Raz yelled, still with a hand covering his mouth and nose. “You got a bone to 
pick with us?” 


Rodrigo didn’t grace that with an answer. He flared his arms out, and Norman watched wide- 
eyed, as the cloud of sickly green floating behind him seemed to follow his movements. 
Tendril-like trails of green gas followed the motions of his hands, while the rest of the mass 
slowly crept forward. Green gas started to seep out from underneath his clothes, spouting out 
in puffs from the cuffs around his wrists and the collar around his neck. The main cloud of 
green finally enveloped him, and Rodrigo closed his eyes for a moment, practically shivering 
in delight. Norman took this chance to glance around, see if anyone’s making a move, but 
everyone’s either still recovering from Nina’s attacks or too overwhelmed by the gas to act. 


A split second thought crossed Norman, of whether or not this counted as a last resort 
situation. 


Rodrigo’s eyes flew open. He flashed the group a knowing, wicked grin, before turning his 
attention to Nina. He extended a hand out to her, the gas tendrils following his lead, coiling 
around his arm and creating a small cloud upon his palm, as if he’s holding it. Nina, sharing 
Rodrigo’s grin, rose up to meet his open palm. With zero hesitation, she sucked up the bile 
gas into her mouth, and did so for a full ten seconds. She stepped back, her cheeks full and fit 
to burst, sent the scattered group a glare, and lunged. 


Norman flinched, until he realized Nina leapt over the group and into the opposite wall, then 
leapt from that wall to the ceiling, then leapt from the ceiling to the wall, all of them leaving 
cracks where she landed, all of them at a dizzying speed. She continued to zip all around the 
room, until it became disorienting and downright impossible to keep track of her because of 
her speed. A pit in Norman’s stomach opened when he realized, the group was losing sight of 
her. 


Another leap, another crack, but this time, followed by the sound Lili’s scream. Norman and 
the rest whipped their heads to see that Nina had tackled and pinned Lili to the ground. Lili 
tried her damnedest to shake off the woman, but Nina was easily several times stronger than 
her, and with ease, she clamped her hand down on Lili’s lower jaw and painfully pried her 
mouth open. Before anyone had the sense to react, Nina reared back, and poured out the gas 
she kept in her mouth directly down Lili’s throat. Lili screamed again, her eyes bulging, her 
attempts to knock Nina off growing desperate. She even fired off several psi-blasts at point 
blank, but it barely fazed Nina. Raz fired a psi-blast, and Coraline got close enough to take a 
swing, but Nina dodged both by leaping to the ceiling. Norman could almost sigh in relief 
now that Nina was off of Lili, but he had a feeling Nina left her not because she had to dodge 
Raz and Coraline’s attacks. 


Lili threw her head to the side, succumbing to a severe coughing fit. Coraline was the closest 
to Lili, and so was the quickest to come to her side. She coaxed Lili into a sitting position as 
gently as she could. “Lili, you okay?” she asked. “Come on, girl, talk to me.” 


Norman was close enough to the two that he was the next to approach. As he went, he 
chanced a glance back at both Rodrigo and Nina, and spotted them wearing matching, 
knowing grins. When he knelt beside Lili and Coraline, he did so uneasily. 


Agonizingly long seconds passed until Lili’s coughing fit subsided, and she wheezed to get 
her breathing back to normal. As she settled into a sitting position, her unfocused eyes met 
Coraline’s concerned eyes, and Norman watched closely, as her dazed eyes slowly regained 
its clarity, before suddenly widening in terror. Her hands at her sides pulsed with energy. 


Norman shoved Coraline to the ground. A psi-blast Lili fired sailed just inches above their 
heads and struck the ceiling. 


Coraline whipped her head towards where the psi-blast struck, then at Lili. “The hell?!” 


Lili clambered to her feet, nearly collapsing once more in her hastiness, her hands held out 
towards Coraline and Norman. They still pulsed with psychic energy. “Back off!” she barked. 
“Stay the hell away from me!” 


Coraline got her feet under her first, then she helped Norman got to his. She still looked 
bewildered by the sudden turn of events. Raz, Wybie, and Neil quickly sprinted over, but 
their approach grinded to a halt when Lili pointed a pulsing palm towards them as well. 
While the others looked among themselves in confusion, Norman kept his attention fixed 
upon Lili. He saw how her breathing picked up, how her arms trembled, and how her eyes 
swiveled frantically between the group before her, wide and wild with fear. 


“Guys, where are you?!” she cried out. The desperation in her voice was so unlike her, it was 
almost painful to hear. “Raz! Coraline! Anyone?!” 


“Raz, what is this?!” Coraline hissed. 


Raz closed his eyes and pressed a finger to his temple for a moment. When he opened his 
eyes, he had an answer. “I think something’s affecting her mind. Making her see things.” 


Norman glanced back at Rodrigo once more, to see him chuckling lowly to himself. If it 
wasn’t obvious before. “The gas.” 


Even with that answer, the group could do little more than gawk and keep a safe distance 
from the delusional Lili. For once, Norman was as lost as the rest of his friends. The mind 
was not his area of expertise. 


“Hold on, m-maybe I could-” Raz took a tentative step forward. Predictably, that earned him 
Lili’s full, terrified attention. 
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“I said stay back, you freak!” she shrieked, her voice cracking. Her eyes even started to water. 


Raz was undeterred. He took another small step, then another, then another, before he 
suddenly broke into a full sprint. Lili immediately fired, but Raz was just a split second 
faster, grabbing her wrists and pointing her palms away from him. Lili screamed her lungs 
out, thrashing like mad, but Raz’s grip on her wrists stayed firm. 


“No! Fuck! Let go of me!” Lili’s desperate screams had nearly become incoherent. “Raz?! 
Sasha?! Milla?! Anyone, help, please!” 


“Lili! What you’re seeing isn’t real! We’re all right here! You need to snap out of it!” Raz 
leaned closer, practically screaming the words to her face. Norman couldn’t help but feel that 
this might not help. “Listen, this is Raz! I’m holding you right now! I’m Raz, Lil! This is 
me!” 


Lili stomped a foot down on Raz’s. Raz flinched, and that was all the chance Lili needed to 
yank a hand free. A pulse of energy burst to life upon her open hand, and before anyone 
could react, she pressed her hand against Raz’s chest. A blast of magenta erupted between 
them. Raz flew across the chamber and crashed against the wall. His form slid down the wall 
and came to rest upon the ground, slumped and unmoving. The blast staggered Lili as well, 
even nearly knocking her off her feet. 


A panicked Norman rushed towards Raz’s side. He knelt beside Raz, shook him, and sighed 
in relief when Raz groaned and shifted. He was still very much alive. He’s conscious even, 


but only barely. Looking back, the group apparently had taken advantage of Lili staggering 
herself. Neil had circled around her, and caught her in a bear hug from behind. Predictably, 
Lili screamed and thrashed about even wilder than before, but Neil seemed to be able to 
handle it. At least, now Coraline and Wybie could approach without the risk of a psi-blast to 
the face. 


“No! Get off of me! Anyone, help! I don t wanna die! Fuck, no, I dont wanna die!” Lili 
wailed. Hearing Lili say those things was painful. Worse, tears now flowed freely down her 
cheeks. 


Coraline and Wybie looked at each other, still at a complete loss on what to do. 


“Oh man, what do we do? Fuck, I literally can’t think of what we could do. Fuck, I can’t 
think! Fuck!” Wybie rambled in his panic. 


“Whatever it is, hurry up! It’s- ah! She’s slipping!” Neil urged with ragged breath. 


After a moment that felt like an age, Coraline stepped in front of Lili, her lips set into a 
determined line. Her hand balled into a fist, she reared it back, and delivered a fast punch 
across Lili’s jaw. Noises of shock erupted from Wybie and Neil, understandably so. Norman 
himself nearly voiced a strongly worded question, until he realized that Lili had stopped 
thrashing about. She shook her head, blinking away whatever haze she’d been caught in. 
Coraline gently cupped Lili’s chin and lifted her head so that their eyes met. 


“Tt wasn’t real, Lili. You’re here, with us. With me,” she spoke, gradually removing her hand 
from Lili’s chin as Lili’s eyes regained its focus. 


Coraline’s words finally seemed to finally sink in for Lili. She lowered her head and closed 
her eyes, her body going limp in Neil’s arms, still shivering and sobbing. Neil adjusted, 
loosening his grip but still keeping Lili wrapped in a warm, comforting hug. Coraline stepped 
back and shared a small smile with Wybie. For a brief moment, everyone allowed themselves 
to breathe. 


A mad laugh disturbed the peace, coming from Nina, still hanging from the ceiling. She leapt 
down from her perch and landed a mere few feet away from Norman and the still- 
incapacitated Raz. 


“So weak. So soft. So easy,” she purred, prowling closer on all fours, her teeth bared. 


Norman placed himself between her and Raz, for whatever good that might do. “They’re just 
kids!” he yelled. In secret, he let a surge of power flow down to his wrists. Just in case. 


“We’ve slain the young ones before,” Rodrigo replied. He strode towards Lili with a slowly 
growing smirk. “By the dozen.” 


Coraline moved in front of Lili, Neil, and Wybie, her baton held tight with both hands. “And 
who exactly is ‘we’?” 


“Td tell you, but it’d be more fun to kill you.” Rodrigo flicked his wrists, the cloud of green 
behind him creeping forwards. 


With more flicks of his hands, Rodrigo willed more and more gas tendrils to sprout from the 
mass of green. At the same time, Nina stretched, preparing to pounce. Silence reigned in the 
room, so thick you could almost choke on it. Another round against these two seemed 
inevitable. Norman took a deep breath, and braced himself. 


The sound of steel against stone pierced the silence, and it came from neither Nina nor 
Rodrigo. 


It came from one of the two remaining coffins; the one to the left of Rodrigo’s, with the blue 
stone. A thin blade had pierced through the stone coffin, coming from the inside. The blade 
slid down, cutting through solid stone like butter. It cut to the left, then upwards, then to the 
right, creating a rectangular shape on the coffin, before the blade slid back inside. With a 
boom, the shape was shunted out of its slot, leaving behind a dark hole where it once was. 
From that dark hole, a figure emerged. 


The figure was a woman, garbed in clothing that covered nearly every inch of her skin. 
Leather boots stretched up to just below her knees, greeted by pants and undershirt made 
from a material that looked like chainmail, but not quite. Creating a border between the pants 
and undershirt was a belt, from which half a dozen pouches hung, all made from dark, tanned 
leather. A pair of mismatched gloves covered her hands; the one on her right a curious 
combination of leather and steel with the ends at her fingertips sharpened to a point, 
fashioned like a claw, and the one her left being fingerless, revealing her deathly pale fingers, 
wrapped around the hilt of a rapier. The hilt of the weapon was in the shape of an intricate 
fleur-de-lis, decorated with small pieces of gleaming sapphire, with the blade itself almost 
shimmering in the torchlit chamber. A hood hid most of her visage from view, attached to a 
cape that flowed behind her, both colored a muted cerulean, both carrying a strange, leathery 
texture that Norman couldn’t quite place. From under that hood, a pair of piercing blue eyes 
peeked out - the only part of her face that’s visible - and only because those eyes glowed. 


Norman gulped. This might really count as a last resort situation. 


Those cold, critical eyes swept across the room, taking in every detail, from Dipper still 
clutching Mabel in the corner, to Coraline, Wybie and Neil crowding over a shivering Lili, to 
Norman guarding a barely-conscious Raz. Norman couldn’t hold back a shiver as the 
woman’s eyes glanced over him. 


The woman’s emergence had taken Nina and Rodrigo’s attention completely away from the 
group. Nina dropped her pounce-ready stance, while Rodrigo let his arms drop, the gas 
tendrils retreating back to the green cloud. Their features shifted into one of... distaste? 
Annoyance? 


The woman took her first steps forward, her stride confident but not careless. Her gaze 
flickered between Nina and Rodrigo expectantly. It seemed both sides expected the other to 
be the one to talk first. Norman chanced a look to Coraline, expecting her to be concocting a 
plan of some sort, but she seemed to be transfixed by the new arrival. The silence stretched. 


“Well?” the woman eventually prompted. “You know, it’s common courtesy to greet your 
seniors first when you meet them.” 


“Bitch.” 
The woman chuckled. “There you go. Morning to you too, Nina.” 


Rodrigo sighed, in a manner that was, dare Norman say, rather melodramatic. “Apparently it 
was too hopeful of me to wish that you somehow died in your sleep, Circe.” 


“Happy to know that neither of you have changed one bit,” the woman - apparently named 
Circe - replied, sounding more amused than angered by how downright hostile Nina and 
Rodrigo were being. 


She turned her attention to the scattered, battered, panting group for a brief moment, before 
she gave Rodrigo a raised eyebrow. “What did I say about playing with your food?” 


“Dinner and a show!” Nina’s grin easily stretched from ear to ear. 


Circe scoffed. “These scrawny things hardly count as dinner.” She pointed her rapier at 
Dipper - Norman immediately paled - and shot Rodrigo a questioning look. “And is that one 
holding the Blood Stone?” 


Rodrigo’s gaze followed the blade to land on Dipper, and his eyes grew wide. For the first 
time that Norman had seen, he appeared to be genuinely taken aback, quickly stammering, “I- 
I... I was just about to take it from him.” 


“Oh, no doubt,” Circe drawled. She played with her rapier, making practice swings through 
empty air. “No doubt you two haven t been busy playing boogeyman with these children.” 


Norman could barely believe it, but with how he opened and closed his fists, and how he 
couldn’t meet Circe’s gaze, Rodrigo seemed to be truly nervous. Even Nina shrunk into 
herself. If Circe noticed it, she didn’t react to it. She just kept throwing practice swings. 


“You know, he could’ve emerged at any moment. What do you think he’d do if he saw this 
runt holding his Blood Stone?” Circe’s words, once rather light, now had a sharp edge to it. 
Her sword swings grew stronger, more power and purpose placed behind it with each swing. 


“H-he’d kill the runt, of course,” Rodrigo answered, slowly, like he’s afraid every word he 
just said was wrong. 


Circe’s rapier struck hard against the floor, the impact echoing in the chamber. Rodrigo 
flinched and Nina let out a weak whine. “And use you as the bludgeon.” 


Circe lifted the blade closer to her hooded face and made a show of inspecting it. She made a 
noise of satisfaction, brought her rapier down, and waited for a response from either Nina or 
Rodrigo. When both stayed silent, frozen in place, she blew out a breath. 


“Fine. Pll do it myself.” 


She whipped around, her speed unnaturally fast, and suddenly she’s a mere few feet away 
from Dipper and Mabel. By this point, Mabel had barely managed to prop herself up, and 
there was no way Dipper would leave her side. Circe brandished her rapier at them both. 


“You. Hand me the Blood Stone,” she demanded. Dipper briefly glanced down at the tablet in 
his hands, and Circe immediately snapped, “Yes, the stone tablet you’re holding, you dimwit. 
Give it to me.” 


Dipper, despite his visible fear, steeled himself and held the tablet close to his chest. “What 
do you want with it? What can it do?” 


“The most terrible things.” How she said it, Norman could almost imagine her lips curled 
into a wicked grin. “Now, don’t make me come over there.” 


Norman had no doubt that Dipper would ever hand the tablet over to her. However, as he 
heard Mabel grunt in pain beside, Norman saw the determination in Dipper’s eyes falter. 
Norman prepared himself, energy surging down to just before his fingers. 


There was movement at the corner of his eyes, and he was not the least bit surprised when 
Coraline stepped into the space between Circe and the twins. She held her baton at the ready, 
two hands gripping it tight. With a silent sigh of relief, energy flowed back up to his wrists. If 
there’s anyone that could protect the twins, it’s Coraline. 


“If you want him, you gotta go through me.” 
The utter lack of a reaction from Circe unsettled Norman. 
“If you say so.” 


Circe lunged. Her form became a blur. In a literal blink of an eye, she’s suddenly standing 
behind Dipper, the tablet in one hand, her rapier in another, the blade dripping with red. 


Dipper gasped. He looked down at his empty hands, where the stone tablet once was only 
moments ago. 


Coraline sucked in air through gritted teeth. Her grip on her baton trembled. A hand flew up 
to her lower right abdomen, where red has begun seeping through her jacket. She collapsed to 
one knee, her mouth hanging open in a wordless scream. She looked over her shoulder, eyes 
bulging out of their sockets, at Circe. 


Circe slowly spun in place. Her glowing eyes met Coraline’s. She brought the blade up to her 
lips, and in a single motion, licked the red clean off of it. 


She smacked her lips. “You taste funny.” 


Circe walked away without as much as a glance. Coraline would have collapsed to her side if 
Wybie wasn’t so quick to be beside her, helping her apply pressure on her wound. 


Circe stopped at the base of the final, unopened coffin in the chamber. The one sitting 
opposite of the coffin she emerged from. The one with the red stone. The crimson one. 


As if on cue, a glowing red runic triangle materialized in front of the coffin out of thin air, its 
center being the red stone. 


“Ah. At the nick of time,” Circe remarked. 


She sheathed her rapier to her belt. In one graceful motion, she took a knee and bowed deeply 
before the coffin. Nina and Rodrigo quickly joined her at either side of her, their motions 
frantic and almost panicked as they assumed the same position as Circe. 


More red runes came to be, flashing in and out of existence in the air in front of the coffin, 
creating a light show of sorts. Runic triangles soon followed, though none were as large as 
the central one. The small spectacle lasted a good thirty seconds before all the runes 
dissipated into nothing. There was half-second pause, before the coffin split open, like a 
sliding door. 


A man stepped out of the coffin; tall, imposing, dangerous. His skin was the same deathly 
pale as the others that came before him. He wore garments that could best be described as a 
cross between the grandiose robes of a king and the ornate armor of a general. Massive 
shoulder pads flanked each side of his head, connected to a mantle colored a bloody crimson, 
flaring out behind him. The top of his head was shaved bald, not a single strand of hair in 
sight, his jaw sculpted into a strong square, and his narrow, sunken eyes carried the color of 
vibrant, burning red. 


Those eyes swept the room, swept across the group, but unlike the other three who looked at 
them with either critical curiosity, open contempt, or even mad hunger, it was as if he saw 
nothing at all. There was barely an acknowledgement in his eyes that the battered scattering 
of children before him even existed. For now, Norman chose to see it as a good thing. 


With her head still lowered, Circe offered up the stone tablet. “Your Blood Stone, my lord.” 


The man looked down at her, an almost imperceptible nod of his head being the only sign that 
he acknowledged her words. He extended a hand gloved in steel and tanned leather and took 
the Blood Stone from Circe without so much as a whisper. He brought it closer to his face, 
turning it back and forth in his hands, his eyes scanning every inch of its surface. Seemingly 
satisfied, he began tracing lines on it with his other hand, creating shapes that Norman 
couldn’t see from where he’s standing. With one last stroke, a series of triangular runes that 
circled the stone’s surface came to life, glowing an eerie red. The Blood Stone began to 
shrink, smaller and smaller, until it could fit on the palm of his head. The runes vanished, the 
glow gone, and he wordlessly tucked the Blood Stone inside his robe. 


“My lord! Look!” Nina suddenly shouted, and even the man couldn’t keep his attention away 
from that. She gestured grandly towards the scene behind her. “Blood. For us.” 


A twinkle of interest crossed those burning red eyes. Norman silently paled. 


“Hold, my lord.” Circe raised a hand. She paused until the man’s gaze shifted over to her. 
“Smell the air for a moment.” 


The man shot Circe an inquisitive look, but only for a brief moment. He closed his eyes, 
nostrils flaring as he did what was offered to him. His eyes shot open, his gaze trailing 
upwards. 


Circe followed his gaze with a conspiratorial smile. “Up above, a feast.” She waved a 
dismissive hand at the scattered group. “Let’s not waste our time with these paltry morsels. 
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“No!” Nina screamed, a fist slamming against the floor hard enough to leave a dent. 
“Hungry! Blood! Now! No waiting! No-!” 


“Nina!” Rodrigo harshly cut in, not a hint of his fondness for her from earlier remained. 
Begrudgingly, Nina withdrew, while Rodrigo lowered his head submissively, as if afraid of 
his own interruption. “Forgive her, my lord. You know how... eager she could be.” 


The outburst extracted a stern glare from the man, aimed at both Nina and Rodrigo. However, 
besides that, he barely showed a reaction, not a single word escaping his lips. He looked at 
Circe, gave her a small nod, and shouldered his way past the three, taking brisk steps towards 
the exit. 


“And so the Blood Lord has decreed.” Behind the man’s back, Circe flashed Rodrigo and 
Nina a smug smile, before swiftly falling beside the man as he marched. Nina bared her teeth 
and Rodrigo glowered, but they both still hurried to join the procession. 


A wild fantasy came to Norman, of attacking the four from behind, catching them off guard 
and using the opportunity to turn the tables on the situation, but that fantasy stayed just as it 
was. Even with all the power that he knew he had, just a quick glance around at the state of 
his friends was more than enough to dissuade him from acting upon that fantasy. With 
Coraline on her knees bleeding, Lili shivering and sobbing in Neil’s embrace, Raz barely 
clinging on to consciousness, and Mabel only now starting to sit up, there was no way he 
could take on all four of them and protect his friends at the same time. Perhaps, for now, the 
best course of action was to lower their heads and let the four walk by. 


The four was at the exit’s threshold when Norman spotted movement from the corner of his 
eyes. 


Norman had no idea what went on Dipper’s head or what he’d expected to happen. All he 
knew was that Dipper was in the middle of a sprint towards the exit, the runes on his 
remaining glove on his left hand shining a vibrant red. 


“Flambos maximos!” 


A jet of fire shot out of a runic circle that materialized on the palm of Dipper’s gloved hand. 
Norman had no idea why, but to him this one looked bigger than the one from earlier. The 
four barely turned their heads before the fire obscured them from view. For a brief moment, 
Norman allowed himself to hope. 


The flames die out far too soon. The floor, the walls, the ceiling were singed black, but the 
four was unscathed, not a hair out of place. The yet-unnamed man had an arm held out, a 


triangular rune on his palm, and suspended upon it was a small ball of fire, the contained 
form of Dipper’s jet of flame. 


Dipper froze in place, his arms going limp to his side, barely noticing as small licks of flame 
began to eat away at his remaining glove. The man let his eyes drop to the orb of flame in his 
hand, almost lazily so, and with a blink, he fixed his gaze upon Dipper. Burning red locked 
eyes with gentle hazel. A conversation occurred, one without words, but one that conveyed 
far more than words could. 


The man blinked again, their eyes breaking contact. His gaze dropped down to the flaming 
orb again. He flicked his wrist, the orb shooting off towards the ceiling above Dipper. 


A fiery explosion shook the chamber. Norman instinctively raised his arms to shield himself 
from the heat. When he lowered his arms and turned his attention at the gateway, the man and 
his three companions were nowhere in sight. Not that he could be worried about that at the 
moment, as the chamber shook once again. 


Cracks formed all across the stone ceiling. It would inevitably collapse, and crush this 
chamber and everything in it. The only thing they could do was to make for the exit before 
it’s too late. However, with all his friends scattered, battered and bruised, Norman doubted 
they all could make it in time. This, Norman decided, definitely counted as a last resort 
situation. 


Energy surged to his fingertips, and he let it all out. 


Strands of electricity shot out from his hands. Each strand connected to a falling piece of 
rubble, holding it aloft in the air. The weight of it hit Norman all at once, and he gritted his 
teeth. He couldn’t keep this up for long. Not helping the fact, instead of sprinting like hell 
towards the exit, the others decided to gawk dumbly at the lightning shooting out of his 
hands. 


“Everybody, get out!” 


Norman’s command broke everyone from their stupor. As fast as they could in their injured 
state, his friends picked themselves up, and each other, tripping and stumbling their way 
towards the exit. Only when the last of his friends had passed the gateway that Norman let 
out one last burst of energy, pushing the collapsing rubble up by a precious few inches, 
Norman immediately breaking into a mad dash towards the exit. He leapt through the 
gateway and landed on the other side on his side, as tons upon tons of rock and ruin crashed 
down behind him. For too long a moment, the crack and crush of stone deafened his ears, 
until suddenly, silence. 


The silence stretched, and no one was in a hurry to break it. In the dim light of their 
flashlights, the Mystery Kids collapsed to the cold, hard floor. For the first time in what felt 
like an eternity, they finally had time to breathe. 


Wybie was the first to speak. “Were- were those... vampires?!” 


“With the fangs and all that blood talk? No shit!” Coraline spat, the motion drawing a grunt 
of pain from her immediately after. 


Norman nodded rather dumbly. It had been left unsaid, but only because it seemed obvious 
ever since Nina first bared her fangs. But, he couldn’t but not give a damn about that right 
now. He laid his head back, eyelids heavy, and very nearly dozed off then and there. 


“The village!” Neil suddenly exclaimed, eyes bulging out of their sockets. It took a second 
for the gravity of those words to fully sink in. 


Coraline was the first on her feet and the first to take off sprinting back to where they came 
from, despite the wound on her side. Wybie was next, shouting after her to slow down. 
Norman was the next one to take off, and a small part of his brain acknowledged that the rest 
of his friends followed suit, though he wasn’t sure. His mind was already ahead, at the 
village. 


He had hesitated. He’d hesitated so much. He desperately hoped the village wouldn’t be the 
ones to pay the price. 
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Night had fallen, and it was cold and quiet. 


Coraline expected screams. Destruction. Flames that filled the air with thick smoke. People 
running, panicking, fearing for their lives. She’d readied herself for those in the mad sprint 
out of the tomb. Hell, she’s even ready to see a few unfortunate souls, lying unmoving in the 
snow. 


What she wasn’t ready for was silence. For an empty street, calm as the grave, as far her eyes 
could see. For a gentle breeze to glide across her skin, cold but not freezing. For snowflakes 
to flutter through the air until they came to rest on the slushy ground. 


When that was exactly what she got, it threw her for a loop. 


A chorus of rapid footsteps approached her from behind. She didn’t need to look to know it 
was her friends finally catching up to her. 


“Coraline, don’t run off like that! You’re still bleeding!” Wybie chided in-between heaving 
breaths. 


“I’m fine.” Coraline ignored him. The cut wasn’t that deep. Or, at least, that’s what she told 
herself. She’s definitely not going to check if it could prove her wrong. 


She expected Wybie to badger her about it more, so she’s honestly a bit relieved when he 
didn’t. The others had not said a single word since they arrived, actually. Coraline guessed 
they were just as confused as she was by the scene before them. Or, rather, the lack of a scene 
before them. 


“Did those vampires just... leave?” She heard Dipper wonder. 
Coraline almost scoffed. “No way they just left.” That would be too good to be true. 


A thud in the snow caught Coraline’s ears, so small and yet so loud in the silence. She 
whipped her head over her shoulders, towards the sound’s source. Norman had fallen to his 


knees. His jaw fell slack. His eyes practically bulged out of its sockets, aghast and filled with 
fear, focused on the empty, darkened sky above the village. She had never seen Norman with 
such a primal expression of terror before, and that scared her. 


“Norman, buddy, you okay?” Neil asked gently. When Norman didn’t respond, Neil shook 
him by the shoulder and tried again, harder. “Norman? C’mon, say something, man.” 


As the others crowded around Norman, Coraline chose to follow his gaze. She searched the 
sky, but her eyes saw nothing out of the ordinary. She’d hate to admit it, but to her, that only 
meant one thing. 


Norman saw something that normal eyes couldn’t see. 


That was more than enough of an incentive for her to soldier ahead and enter the village 
proper. 


Further in, Coraline still saw signs of nothing out of the ordinary. The only sound was her 
labored breathing. The slushy snow under her marked no major disturbances. Nobody was 
out, but that seemed to be the norm for a place like this at this hour. A few of the streetlights 
would flicker off and on, but an isolated village like this probably wouldn’t have reliable 
electricity. Gentle glows that seeped out of curtained windows from the roadside buildings 
helped illuminate where the streetlights could not. It was practically picture-perfect. 


Eventually, the others caught up to her, sans Norman and Neil. She acknowledged them with 
a small nod, but otherwise kept her quiet as they trekked deeper into the village. With every 
step, pain shot up from her lower right abdomen. Coraline pressed a hand against the cut a bit 
harder and tried to hide the limp in her step. The wound might be getting to her just a bit, but 
there’s no point letting the others know about that right now. She hoped none of them would 
notice, especially Wybie. 


Coraline’s steady, careful stride came to a halt when she caught sight of a familiar storefront. 
The others mimicked her, their eyes following her gaze. 


It was the store where the group had briefly taken shelter in earlier, where they met the little 
girl that pointed them to the abandoned mine. From where she stood, the store looked 
completely dark. She couldn’t see any shadows moving around inside. But, there didn’t seem 
to be aclosed sign or anything equivalent to it hanging from the window or the door. That, in 
the midst of how normal everything was, was enough to stick out as odd. Her guts guided her 
feet closer to the window before she quite realized what she was doing. 


Coraline peered into the window. The decreased distance didn’t reveal much. The aisles were 
dark and everything on the racks remained undisturbed. The one it did reveal was a hint of a 
light source, coming from a doorway behind the cashier counter, partially obscured by a set 
of beaded curtains. One more oddity that was just enough to intrigue her. 


The others approached, she could hear their footsteps closing in, but they stopped at a safe 
distance. One didn’t, though; a quick glance revealing it to be Wybie. As if it could be 
anyone else. One shared look between them told Wybie of Coraline’s plan. 


The store’s door swung open with a soft creak. The ringing of the bell above it sounded harsh 
by comparison. Coraline took her first few steps inside, eyes vigilantly scanning the room. 
Soft footsteps followed her only a feet behind, and she assured herself that Wybie could take 
care of himself should something happen. Her watchful eyes spotted nothing that she didn’t 
already see from outside. The only thing of note left was the room beyond the beaded curtain, 
swaying lightly from the cold breeze that started to seep inside. 


“Hello? Anybody here?” she tried. Silence greeted her words. She shrugged, and pressed on. 


Coraline circled around the counter. She pulled out her baton and activated it, just in case. In 
one swift motion, she swept the curtain aside and stepped past the threshold. 


Her hand shot up to her mouth. A sick mix of bile and a scream rose to the back of her throat. 
She stumbled back past the curtain and crashed against the counter. Her baton slipped out her 
shaking fingers. Her knees gave out under her, and she would’ ve fallen if she wasn’t leaning 
on the counter. Her eyes were wide, horrified, playing the same image over and over again. 


Two bodies, lying on the floor, grotesquely drained and desiccated. One was smaller than the 
other. 


Wybie was at her side in an instant. A distant part of Coraline heard him harshly whispering 
her name, asking her if she’s okay, but her frazzled mind couldn’t collect itself enough to 
muster a response. Wybie turned his attention to the doorway, and left Coraline’s side. With a 
start, Coraline moved to warn him, but it was too late. 


Wybie stepped back past the doorway, legs shaking, eyes bulging out of their sockets. He 
heaved heavily in and out, a hand propping him up against the wall. “Fuck,” Coraline heard 
him softly. 


Coraline lost track of how long they spent in the store, but she quickly decided it was too 
long. Unsteadily, she picked up her baton in one hand and Wybie’s cold, clammy hands in 
another. Wybie silently followed her guide as she made her way to the exit. 


Outside, the others waited in a semi-circle. Anxiety was written clear across their features. 
Mabel stepped forward. “What-? Is she-?” 
Wybie numbly shook his head. 


Mabel gasped, her hands flying up to cover her mouth. Her breaths grew heavier and faster. 
Tears quickly flowed down her cheeks. Beside her, Dipper clawed his fingers through his 
hair, eyes wracked with dawning horror. Coraline blinked and shook her head. Mourning and 
grief would have to wait. They still have a job to do, and people to protect. 


“Those vampires are still here. We gotta stop them before they get to anyone else.” Her 
composure returned with every word, and she’s grateful for it. “Raz, Lili, scan the area.” 


Raz and Lili, who had been processing the news mostly silently, were almost startled by the 
mention of their name. Still, they nodded, ready to act. They pressed a finger to their 


foreheads, a conduit of their focus, eyes clenched shut. Seconds turned to minutes far too 
quickly for Coraline’s liking. Hell, however long it took for the two to finish, it was too long. 


Finally, their eyes shot open almost at the same time. However, instead of running their 
mouths immediately, they just stared off into dead air. Their eyes slowly met one another. 
Precious seconds slipped by without them saying a single word. 


Whatever mental talk they’re having, Coraline had no patience for it. “So?” 


“Nobody’s here,” Raz answered. Coraline would’ve noticed how unnervingly flat his voice 
was if this was any other situation. 


But, in this situation, Coraline was this close from socking Raz in the jaw. “I know nobody’s 
in there, I’m asking-!” 


“Nobody’s here,” Raz repeated. There was a crack now, a tremble, in his voice. His breathing 
slowed, growing heavier. That, Coraline noticed. 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Coraline asked, even when deep down she knew the 
answer, and that answer scared her. 


“Nobody’s here,” Raz said, a third and final time. 
The reality of what they’ve done came crashing down upon them. 


Coraline wished this was just a terrible, terrible nightmare. She felt pathetic doing that, but 
she’d never wished for anything harder in her life. Reality still stayed the same. This was all 
too real, because of course it was. Wishes don’t get granted, because she’s not living in a 
fucking fairy tale. 


Mabel bent over and retched. Disgusting, brown slop spewed out of her mouth and pooled in 
the snow. Dipper, despite the visible distraught, still came to his sister’s aid, holding and 
massaging the back of her neck as she continued to empty her stomach. Wybie was reduced 
to a stammering, blubbering, cursing mess, pacing to the tune of an incoherent ramble. 
Coraline would’ve been endlessly amused if she had not just realized they were responsible 
for the death of an entire fucking village, and if her reaction wasn’t eerily similar to his. 


“No, no, there’s gotta be others.” Coraline frantically, pathetically, shook her head. A tiny, 
irrational part of her was convinced that there might be a mistake, and she could almost laugh 
at how hard she’s clutching onto it. She grabbed Raz by the shoulders and desperately shook 
him hard. “Raz, you gotta check again, there has to be someone here besides us!” 


Raz did not respond. He stared lifelessly down to the snow, his eyes empty and distant. His 
arms hung limply at his sides, and swung with every shake. Coraline almost wanted to shirk 
away from him, from a Raz so defeated it was unnerving, but her own desperation was 
stronger. 


“There are,” Lili replied instead, and Coraline had never been happier to hear her voice. 


Coraline ignored how that sounded too good to be true, smiled in relief, and asked, “How 
many?” 


“Four,” Lili said, but the look in her eyes all but screamed everything that was left unsaid. 
Coraline’s smile fell. Her face darkened. 
“Where are they?” 


Lili stared down a road heading southward. Coraline followed Lili’s eyes. The road, like any 
other that she’d seen, was the very picture of normal. 


Knowing that’s where the vampires are, from the pit of her stomach came a god-awful mix of 
horror, grief, and anger. 


A twisted sense of clarity came to her. There’s no use feeling horrified. There’s no use to 

grieve right now. But anger? Anger could be useful right now. Especially dumb, irrational 
anger; the kind that could, and has, kicked common sense into the fucking curb. The kind that 
could convince you the worst possible thing you could do was actually the best possible thing 
you could do. 


So, she did the best possible thing she could do. She took off sprinting down the southward 
road. 


She heard Wybie calling out her name. It didn’t stop her at Weirdmageddon, it won’t stop her 
now. 


Coraline rarely ever got so angry that all she saw was red, to get that disorienting, hateful 
tunnel vision. She could probably count how many times she did with just one hand. Hell, if 
she tried, she could even name the exact number. Not right now, though. Now, all she knew 
was that number has increased by one. 


Coraline skidded to a halt. Up ahead, at the end of the road, stood a figure hooded in muted 
cerulean. A figure that had burned herself into Coraline’s mind. 


Circe had her back to Coraline, inspecting her rapier, but she must’ve heard Coraline’s 
footsteps in the snow, as she turned her head towards Coraline. Beneath her hood, Circe 
blinked. 


“Oh. You’re alive,” Circe said, her tone so dull and flat it was insulting. 


A rational Coraline would have questioned what Circe was doing by her lonesome, and 
where the other vampires were. It’s almost a shame that that Coraline wasn’t here. Almost, 
because if she was here, Coraline wouldn’t have gripped her baton with both hands, belted 
out a battle cry, and charged full speed towards Circe. 


Coraline didn’t heed it then, but the fact that Circe’s response was to sheathe her rapier and 
chuckle probably should’ ve tipped her off that this was a terrible idea. 


Circe’s form turned into a blur. Icy fingers suddenly clamped tight around Coraline’s neck. In 
a literal blink, her feet left the ground and dangled in the air. Coraline had to look down, 
lifted in the air as she was, following the length of the arm that kept her aloft, to meet the 
critical, quizzical, glowing eyes of Circe. 


Coraline’s baton-wielding hand was free, so she took a swing. Circe’s free hand caught it 
without her so much as glancing at it, the metal claw-like gauntlet biting like vipers into 
Coraline’s wrist. Coraline bit back the pain, focusing her attention on sending Circe the 
angriest glare she could muster. Circe’s eyes lazily drifted down to Coraline’s trapped wrist, 
before lazily drifting up to meet Coraline’s glare. 


“Feisty.” 


Circe smiled, and she twisted Coraline’s arm, the clawed fingers digging in deeper, enough 
that it must have drawn blood. A cry of pain escaped Coraline’s lips, her baton slipping out of 
her fingers to land with dull thud in the snow. 


Coraline desperately craned her head to look at her discarded baton, but Circe’s eyes 
demanded her attention. Her breaths became shorter, heavier, as those eyes hovered ever 
closer to hers. Any trace of the anger that drove her were nowhere to be seen, replaced by 
pure, unadulterated fear, as it dawned upon Coraline how utterly fucked she was. 


“You’ve survived much. I can see it in your eyes.” 


Circe’s words caught Coraline off guard, if only because she didn’t hear even an ounce of 
malice behind it. It was a statement of fact, of recognition. Maybe, dare Coraline’s fear- 
addled mind say, even one of respect? 


“But mark my words, girl,” Circe’s eyes narrowed, her tone like a dagger poised to strike, 
“you will not survive us.” 


Far too easily, Circe tossed her away. Coraline landed on the snow flat on her back. The cold 
slush on her back quickly seeped through her jacket and her shirt, but she’s too amazed that 

she’s still alive to care. As her mind descended from a fear-induced high, a question formed, 
of why Circe didn’t simply kill her then and there. That question was enough to push herself 
off the slush, sloppily, to a sitting position. Ahead, Circe was still there, watching her. At the 
sight of her rising up, Coraline could’ve sworn a ghost of a smile flashed across Circe’s lips. 


A plume of snow suddenly kicked up to the right of Circe, bits of it settling on Circe coat. 
From the cloud of white, the black cloaked, crooked figure of Nina emerged. She prowled on 
all fours, wearing a manic grin. Her lips, her chin, her cheeks were slick with red. 


“Merde!” Circe shot her a nasty side eye, brushing off the snow on her coat. “You are 
annoying.” 


The front door of one of the buildings on the side of the road suddenly slammed open. 
Stepping past the threshold, Rodrigo’s sour visage came into view, decked in all his finery 
and his emerald half-cape. Tailing closely behind him, a deathly pale man in crimson stepped 


out of the building. He clutched the shrunk Blood Stone tight in one hand, the object now 
drenched in dark red. 


“My lord!” Nina called out, a wiry finger pointed towards Coraline. “Desserts!” 


Four pairs of dangerous, deadly eyes fell upon Coraline. She hated herself for not getting the 
fuck away first chance she got. 


“That one survived?” Rodrigo asked, incredulous, but much like how you’d meet a 
cockroach that just won’t die. 


“Not for long.” Nina licked her lips. She whipped around, looking up at the man in red with 
an open smile. “Can we?” 


The crimson-clad man made no motion to indicate that he acknowledged Nina’s words. But, 
he still walked closer and closer, and Coraline damn near shit her pants because fuck they 
absolutely could. 


The man’s advance was halted when Circe raised a hand in front of him. “A moment, if I 
may, my lord.” 


Rodrigo and Nina stared daggers at Circe, while the man’s gaze remained neutral. A 
moment’s pause passed before the man gave Circe the smallest of nods. Circe’s lips curled 
into a conspiratorial smile. 


“She could be of use to us,” she began. “We set her loose to spread the news of our return to 
other human settlements. It’1l sow disorder amongst the sheeple, and strike fear to the hearts 
of whoever dare to stand in our way.” Circe looked at Coraline from the side of her eyes. 
“After all, no tale is as terrifying as one told through the mouth of a whimpering babe.” 


A throaty hum was the man’s response. The man seemed to be at least considering it. 
Coraline could scarcely believe what’s happening. Did Circe just convince her companions to 
let Coraline go? 


“That’s twice now you showed mercy to these pests,” Rodrigo spat, eyes narrowed. “What 
are you up to?” 


Circe raised her hands defensively. “I only offer a suggestion. Should the Blood Lord decrees 
it,” her eyes drifted towards Coraline, hunger suddenly apparent in them, “I wouldn’t be 
opposed to a bit of dessert.” 


Rodrigo’s distrustful glare lingered on Circe, but it didn’t take long for him to back down. 
“We wait your decision, my lord.” 


Seconds stretched into an eternity. To have the man’s unflinching stare be so intensely 
focused on her was torture enough. When he suddenly stepped forward, Coraline flinched. 
Every clank of his metal boots against the snow was deafening, louder than the loudest crack 
of thunder she’d ever heard. Coraline’s mind screamed, begged at her body to move, to run 


the fuck away and never look back, but her limbs didn’t budge, frozen with fear. She 
clenched her eyes shut, and braced for the worst. 


“Child, know that you live only at the mercy of Marduk, the Blood Lord, and listen well.” 


Coraline’s eyes snapped open. She let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. The 
man- Marduk’s voice was deep, heavy and commanding. It was a voice of determination, of 
ambition. A voice you do not say no to. 


“We were stopped before. Caught off guard by a cowardly attack. But it was not a defeat. It 
was merely a setback. A mistake. Mark my words that it was a mistake that will never 
happen twice.” 


Coraline, somehow, gathered enough courage to meet Marduk’s gaze. His red eyes burned. 


“Run as fast your fragile legs can carry you, and spread this news far and wide. Let them 
know of us. Let them know our name. Let them know that nothing can stop us from 
accomplishing our goal.” 


Nina, Rodrigo, and Circe entered Coraline’s field of vision, standing just behind their leader. 
The four of them looked down at her like she’s an insignificant thing smeared against the 
heels of their boots. 


“Let them know,” Marduk growled, “the Crimson Conclave has returned.” 


Marduk walked away, his mantle flaring out behind him. Nina, Rodrigo, and Circe followed 
his lead. Coraline collapsed on her back against the snow. 


She lost track how long she laid there in the snow when an electrifying sizzle and a glow 
from the edges of her vision caught her attention. She looked up to see that the Conclave had 
gotten to the edge of the village. Four runic triangles shined under each of them, carrying the 
same colors as their clothes. Creatures burst out of each of the triangles, the Conclave 
immediately riding them on their backs. Coraline easily recognized the creatures as horses, 
but ones that had been perverted by demonic powers. 


One, ridden by Nina, was black as midnight, heavy and muscular, with black ashes spewing 
out of its nostrils and its hooves. One, ridden by Rodrigo, was practically a skeleton of a 
horse, with only bits of rotting skin sticking to its bones and green ichors leaking from its 
ribcage, its eyes, and its gaping mouth. One, ridden by Circe, was sleek and lean, its fur an 
unnatural muted blue, and it seemed to leave a shadow, a double image of itself as it moved. 
One, ridden by Marduk, was by far the largest of them all, almost twice as large, with a mane 
and tail of fire, its fur coated deep, dark red. 


Marduk reared back his horse, the steed letting out a rumbling whinny, before breaking off 
into a gallop. The other three urged their horses forward as well, galloping after their leader. 
Within seconds, they were only specks against the winter wasteland. The sounds of galloping 
hooves grew increasingly distant, until it was overtaken by the gentle whooshing of the 
winter winds. 


Night had fallen, and it was cold and quiet. 


Chapter End Notes 


That felt good to get out of my system. 


Seriously, it was. This is the scene that got me back to writing this fic again. This is the 
chapter that I’ve been working towards for the past year. And now, it’s out of my head. 
And honestly? I’m pretty proud of just that fact. Just the fact that I managed to get this 
far. That said, I really, really hope this turned out to be good. I wish that for all of 
stories, sure, but I wish for this one more than anything. Like, I legit prayed for this to 
be good. I went to the mosque and spent a good fifteen minutes just genuinely praying 
for this chapter. I guess we’ll see if it paid off. 


Welp, pretty sure I already said all that needed to be said. The villains are introduced, 
the tone is established, and the stakes are set. 


Ladies, gentlemen, and everyone in-between, welcome to the Crimson Conclave Saga. 


Aftershock 


Chapter Summary 


Even as the world falls apart, a Zanotto must stand strong. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 
The Psychonauts arrived exactly twenty minutes after Lili called for backup. 


First to arrive was medical aid. They secured the team, bundled them up in blankets and gave 
them some warm drinks, and tended to the many, many injuries the Mystery Kids had 
sustained. Coraline’s wound was properly stitched up, the cut on Dipper’s palm were 
bandaged, the blackening bruise on Mabel’s gut was given some kind of treatment ointment, 
and Raz was made to run a few tests to make sure he’s not concussed. Lili came out of the 
ordeal - on the outside, at least - with only a few minor bruises, so she was among the first to 
be back on her feet. She busied herself with pacing, and thinking, and essentially anything to 
prevent her from being idle. 


Everytime her mind drew a blank, everytime she closed her eyes, she saw flashes of those 
horrible, horrible things from her nightmare hallucination. 


Agents and investigators arrived a bit later, arriving in jets by the dozen. They set up a 
perimeter around the village, which Lili would say was a waste of time for a village literally 
in the middle of nowhere. Lili gave them a brief rundown of what happened, especially about 
the... state of the villagers. The agents were methodical; they swept through the village, 
house by house, block by block, lining the streets with filled body bags. Dozens of them. 


Lili was silently grateful the medic was stationed on the outskirts of the village so the group 
missed most of it. She’d accidentally caught a glimpse of one of the bodies being moved out. 
One more thing that’ll show up in her night terrors. 


It didn’t help the others were deathly silent, in the one instance where she’d actually wish 
they’d talk more. Beside her, Raz was unnaturally silent. She knew him long enough to know 
that he will partly blame himself for this, and it physically hurt her to see that. Norman had 
basically gone catatonic. Now knowing what happened to the village, it wasn’t hard to see 
why. Neil had been clinging to Norman all this time, maybe to comfort himself, maybe to 
comfort Norman, or maybe both. Dipper hung his head low, eyes on the bandaged cut on his 
palm. A surface level peek of his thoughts revealed that he’s wallowing in guilt, as he should 
be. Mabel was empty of tears by now, but sometimes she still sobbed and shivered. Wybie 


stared off into empty space, softly muttering curses to himself. Coraline fidgeted with her 
inactivated baton, her thoughts a million miles from here. 


Lili sighed. Not that she could blame them. A lot happened. A lot needed to be processed. 
Lili’s only hope was for them all to be able to pull through. The Crimson Conclave was their 
fault, their responsibility. 


Although, maybe no one else needed to know that. 


The Mystery Kids were sitting silently on a bunch of gurneys and makeshift chairs in a loose 
circle when they were approached. Lili wasn’t at all surprised to see Sasha and Milla walking 
towards them from the distance. Sasha was unreadable as ever, but Milla was clearly 
horrified by what had happened here. 


Raz and Lili perked up. The others, not so much. 
“What happened here?” Sasha asked, his tone even but urgent. 
“A bunch of vampires happened, that’s what,” Coraline muttered, barely looking up at Sasha. 


“Vampires?” Milla reeled back, an understandable gut reaction. Her eyes flitted over to her 
partner. “Sasha, you said their mission involved going after StrexCorp.” 


“It was,” Coraline answered instead. Her hand gingerly rubbed the bandage covering the cut 
on her side. “This vampire thing caught us off guard too.” 


Sasha and Milla stared at one another for a moment. Lili could vaguely sense a conversation 
between them. “How many exactly is ‘a bunch’?” Sasha pressed. 


“Four. Their names are Nina, Rodrigo, Circe, and Marduk. The last one’s the leader, if that 
helps.” Raz paused, hesitating, thumbing the bandage wrapped around his head. “They call 
themselves the Crimson Conclave.” 


A pause, as they both visibly swallowed the information. “Where on Earth did these... 
vampires come from?” Milla asked, slowly, incredulous of her own question. 


“There’s a tomb under the village,” Lili quickly answered before anyone else could. “That’s 
where they’ve been held for centuries.” 


Milla turned to look at Sasha again, maybe to start another mental conversation, except Sasha 
didn’t turn to look at her. He stared ahead, at the group, the brows above his dark sunglasses 
etched into a slight frown that all but said he’s not satisfied with their short, curt answers. 


“Mystery Kids, we are going to need a thorough explanation of what happened during your 
mission.” That statement was an order. Lili briefly wondered if maybe she should be the one 
to do it. 


“Sasha, that can wait.” Milla grabbed Sasha by the shoulder, stepping in between him and the 
group. Her gaze on him was stern, but it softened as she glanced over her shoulder. “Look at 
them.” 


Sasha complied. He took a long, hard look at the group of children he’d assembled, and Lili 
could see the glint of pity and regret in his eyes, even through the dark lenses covering them. 
Of course, if there’s anyone that could get a reaction out of Sasha, it’d be Milla. The sorry 
sight the Mystery Kids must be right now probably helped. Lili felt like she shouldn’t hate it, 
but she did so anyway. 


Milla had a good point. Lili didn’t need to look at her friends again to know they weren’t in 
any condition to give a mission debriefing. But wallowing won’t do a damn in catching the 
Conclave. Someone had to keep it together, and move forward. So, she stood up. 


Raz clung on to her arm as she did, and that was almost enough to convince her to sit back 
down. It pained her that she had to shrug him off. Not surprisingly, standing up caught the 
attention of everyone in the group. 


“PI do it.” 


Sasha and Milla shared another glance, another mental conversation, before looking at her 
with furrowed brows. 


“Darling, are you su-?” 

“Yes.” 

She had to be the one to do it. Especially if she wanted to follow through with her plan. 
Sasha silently motioned for her to start. She took a moment to breathe deep. 


“We touched down without a problem. We asked around with the locals if they’d seen the 
StrexCorp agents. They pointed us to an abandoned mine southwest of the village. Deep 
inside that mine, we discovered that the tunnel system connects to some kind of ancient 
tomb. We also stumbled into an empty makeshift camp made by the StrexCorp agents. Some 
documents we found there tipped us off that they’re after an artifact called the Blood Stone.” 


Lili paused. She felt her friends shifting uncomfortably and looking away. She honestly 
would’ve done the same. This was the point where everything started going wrong. 


“The camp looked fresh. We estimated we were maybe only a few hours behind the agents, 
so we decided to give chase into the tomb. The agents didn’t give us trouble, but the tomb 
itself was filled with traps. Three of the four agents had already been... claimed by the traps 
by the time we caught up. There was only one agent left, somewhere deep in that tomb. We 
doubled our speed to try to get to him.” 


Lili bit her lip. This was it. She knew she’d be able to pull it off. She’d lied before, and she’s 
pretty damn good at it. She knew Sasha and Milla trusted her enough that they’d never read 
her mind without permission. She used to be proud of that fact. Not anymore. 


“By the time we caught up to him... it was already too late.” 


One last pause. One last chance to back out, to walk away with her morals intact. One last 
opportunity for something or someone to psych herself out of this. Lili wasn’t surprised when 


nothing did. 


“He had reached the end of the tomb, taken the Blood Stone, and inadvertently released the 
Conclave.” 


Without turning around, she sensed a shift among her friends as they processed her words. 
Without turning around, she sent them a short, succinct message. 


Not. A. Word. 


That, it seemed, was enough to silence whatever they had to say for now. But, she still could 
feel narrowed, questioning eyes on the back of her head. She did her best to ignore those and 
focused on finishing her account. 


“The Conclave killed him immediately. They turned their attention to us, but I guess they 
decided we’re not worth their time, so they left. They reached the surface before us and... did 
this.” 


Lili threw her gaze away, but kept a close eye on Sasha and Milla’s reactions on her 
peripherals. From what she could tell, short of reading their minds, they both completely 
believed her story. Milla even had tears welling up in her eyes. She felt like she should be 
relieved they fell for her lie, but she’s really not. She felt dirty. 


“Oh, darling, come here.” Milla knelt down before her and pulled her into a tight hug. Lili 
stiffened, trying her damndest to hold back a grimace. Great. If she wasn’t feeling like 
garbage before. “You kids are extremely lucky to be alive, understand?” 


“W-we know, Milla,” Lili replied. At least the guilt in her voice could be mistaken with a 
million other things right now. 


“Why on Earth would StrexCorp do such a thing?” Milla pulled away from the hug but kept a 
gentle hold of Lili’s shoulder. Lili couldn’t bear to meet Milla’s eyes. She didn’t deserve her 
gentle touch and her worried eyes. “I never recalled them being quite so... reckless.” 


“Hell if I know. They’re crazy,” Lili spat. Of all the things she felt guilty of tonight, throwing 
StrexCorp under the bus was not one of them. 


“We will deal with StrexCorp eventually, but our main problem now is this... Crimson 
Conclave,” Sasha said. His voice and tone was collected, professional, and bizzarely, Lili 
preferred it more than Milla’s. “Were you able to gain anything more from them? Their goals, 
perhaps?” 


“They did say they have some kind of goal before they were sealed in that tomb, but they 
were stopped before they were able to accomplish it.” Lili ended it with a shrug. “Other than 
that, nothing.” 


Sasha hummed, a hand rubbing his chin. “Maybe we could find some answers in the tomb’s 
final chamber. We’ll send a team in and-” 


“The chamber is gone. The Conclave destroyed it,” Lili cut in. Under his breath, Sasha 
muttered a short string of foreign curses. 


“Did any of you at least see where they were headed last?” 
“Coraline did,” Lili replied, glancing over her shoulder to look at Coraline. 


Coraline, at the mention of her name, perked up ever so slightly. “Uh, yeah, they summoned a 
bunch of demon horses and rode off southward.” 


Sasha nodded. “P11 send some agents to scout for them. The tundra wasteland is vast. There 
is a lot of ground to cover, so we better move fast. With luck, we might be able to spot them.” 
With that, Sasha turned to walk away. 


He was stopped when Milla grabbed him by the arm. The look on her face was nothing like 
Lili has ever seen. “Not so fast, Nein,” she practically growled. 


Sasha spent a moment staring at Milla’s dark expression and at her hand on his arm. For only 
a split second, his calm façade fell. “Milla, this is hardly the time-” 


“Ts this what you had in mind when you proposed your initiative, Sasha?” Milla hissed, her 
hand gesturing towards the Mystery Kids. 


Sasha’s gaze trailed along Milla’s arm to settle upon the Mystery Kids. A smidgen of guilt 
and regret flashed across his eyes, visible even beneath his glasses, before he snatched his 
arm away from Milla and stormed off. Seeing him disappear into the distance, barking orders 
to the nearest agents, Lili lowered her head and clenched her palms into fists. Sasha didn’t 
deserve to feel guilty. He’d put his faith in the Mystery Kids, he believed in them, when other 
adults would only look down at them, and they screwed it up in the worst possible. They are 
the only ones responsible for this. 


Even if she’d never admit that out loud. 


Milla scowled at Sasha’s form until he was out of sight. She turned her attention back to Lili 
and the others. “Children, go home and rest. We’ll take care of things here.” Her lips curled 
into a soft, warm smile, and once again, Lili couldn’t bear to look. ““Take as much time as you 
need. Please.” 


Although, Lili still has a concern to ask. “You’re not taking this off of our hands, are you?” 


“Only in the meantime,” Milla claimed, but the way her smile became forced told Lili 
otherwise. “So that you have some time to rest. You need it.” 


Lili said nothing in reply. She didn’t need to. She knew she’d never sit this one out, and she 
could say the same for her friends. After all, she’d already faked a witness account. Might as 
well operate behind the Psychonauts’ back while she’s at it. 


“Um, excuse me, Agent Milla?” Mabel’s voice came from behind Lili, low and nervous. 
“What? ll happen to this village?” 


Milla really needed to work on her fake smile, because Lili could clearly tell how 
unconvincing it was. “Well... we follow protocol.” A grimace broke through for a second, 
despite Milla’s best efforts. “We’ll search this place clean for evidence. After that, it won’t be 
hard to make this village... disappear.” 


Lili cringed to herself. She could already sense the mood of the group changing. She turned 
to look just in time to see Coraline shooting up to her feet. “You’re just going to sweep this 
under the rug?!” 


“No, nothing like that, Coraline.” Milla shook her head, in a manner that was, frankly, rather 
patronizing. “It’s... this is a delicate situation. We need to control the flow of information. Of 
course we’ll inform our operatives in the region so that they’ll be on guard, but if this news 
got to the public, it could cause unnecessary panic.” 


“People should be panicking!” Coraline stomped a foot down to emphasize her point. It’s... 
surprisingly refreshing to see the fire burning again behind those eyes. “We saw firsthand all 
the terrible things those vampires are capable of! We need to warn as many people as 
possible!” 


Milla nearly launched into an argument of her own, but she settled for a long, drawn out sigh, 
her fingers massaging her temples. “Children, don’t make me turn this into an order.” Milla 
fixed them with tired eyes that caught Lili off guard. “Go home. Rest.” 


Milla pivoted in place and walked away, her steps heavy and her shoulders sagging. Lili 
watched her until she turned past a row of buildings, out of sight. The Mystery was left by 
their lonesome once again. The sound of Psychonaut agents working their way through the 
village a grim swan song of what’s to come for this place. 


“We’re not doing what Milla said, right?” Raz asked, suddenly on his feet next to Coraline. 
“Hell no,” Coraline answered, her eyes alight with determination. 

Lili could almost smile. Exactly like she’d expected. 

“But, not now. I’d be lying if I said I don’t need to lie down.” 

Lili had to agree. They deserved rest. Except for her. 


Their jet was parked quite a ways away. The walk there was overwhelmingly silent, with only 
the howling winter winds accompanying them. It’s really picking up at this point. A snow 
storm was definitely fast approaching. Maybe it’ll be enough to bury this village in the snow. 
That’ ll do the Psychonauts agents’ work for them. 


Lili was a bit surprised nobody questioned her about her lie. She chalked it up to just how 
tired and drained and overwhelmed everyone was. She couldn’t blame them; honestly, she’s a 
bit glad. Questions are definitely coming, though, and she’s not looking forward to it. 


“Guys, we can fix this. If anyone can, it’s the eight of us,” Neil said as they walked up the 
ramp into the jet, trying his best to wear a genuine smile. 


Coraline brushed past him. “The eight of us won’t be enough.” 
Thank god they numbered more than eight now. 


Lili sank into the pilot seat. With a lazy hand, she entered the coordinates home, activated the 
autopilot, started the ignition sequence. She leaned back and closed her eyes as the jet came 
to life, intent on savoring every last bit of rest she could get on the flight home. Once this jet 
lands, there would be no rest for her. There’s a million things to do and too little time to do it 
if she wanted her lie to hold. Maybe she could slip in a quick shower. That would do her 
good. She felt dirty. 


Raz sat down next to her on the co-pilot seat. She didn’t like the way he narrowed his eyes at 
her. 


So... what was that? 

Crap. Just when she thought she got away without questions for the night. 
It’s this new thing called lying. Ever heard of it? 

Raz was not impressed in the slightest. He leaned forward in his seat. 

Why? 

Right. Not the time for sarcasm. Lili met Raz’s eyes, this time with sincerity. 
Thad to. For us. For this team. 


Raz raised an eyebrow. She could sense his confusion, literally. Lili blew a sigh. She’s really 
not in the mood to play psychic twenty questions. 


Look, Raz, just go home. Rest. Be with your family for a while. 
Raz frowned. 

And you? 

Lili casted an empty, distant look out of the jet’s window. 

I need to do a few things. 


Raz’s hand suddenly wrapped itself around hers. She never realized how much she needed 
that until now. 


Then I'll help. And I’m not taking no for an answer. 


Even if she couldn’t read minds, the look on his face made it clear he meant every single 
word of it. Lili didn’t even bother arguing. At least, this way, she’ll only have to half a 
million things. 


Fine. 


She almost felt bad for him. He had no idea what he just stepped into. 
Ever blackmailed someone before? 


Raz reeled back, eyes bulging out of their sockets. If the circumstances were different, Lili 
would’ve snickered. 


No? 
Lili’s lips curled into a joyless smirk. 


Then watch and learn. 
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Mabel never considered school to be torture. But, after what happened, it was really making a 
case for it. 


Surrounded by her classmates, who joked and laughed and argued like it was just any other 
day, so blissfully oblivious of what had happened, of the danger that threatened their lives at 
this very moment, Mabel felt miserable. She practically spent the whole day curled into 
herself in her seat. Definitely not a very Mabel thing to do, and some of her classmates took 
notice. When they asked, Mabel gave them a weak excuse of feeling a little under the 
weather. Which wasn’t all that far from the truth. She still felt sick to her stomach whenever 
thoughts about what happened bubbled to the surface. And they bubbled pretty often. Making 
things worse was the fact that Dipper wasn’t at school with her. 


When the Mystery Kids returned to their headquarters Saturday night, before leaving for their 
respective homes, Dipper told her he’s planning on staying there for Sunday. Said that he had 
some projects he needed to work on to let off steam, but promised that he’d be home by 
Monday, eating breakfast with her. Come Monday morning, and big surprise, Mabel had to 
eat an awkward breakfast alone with her parents, who she could tell was just brimming with 
questions about where exactly their son was. Worse, Dipper’s not answering any texts or calls 
on both his phone and communicator. So, Mabel had to endure the bus to school, homeroom, 
classes, lunch, more classes, and the bus ride back, all on her own. 


At least the others were online the whole day. They weren’t having a great time either. They 
haven’t heard from Dipper either, not even Norman, which wasn’t a good sign. Still, pretty 
early on as they chatted, they agreed that the second school ends, they’re all heading back to 
Gravity Falls to figure this out. Screw the Psychonauts’ orders, was Coraline’s exact words. 


She wasted no time at all. Stepping through the front door of her house, she tossed her bag 
into her room, doubling back to fish her grappling hook out of her bag, left a quick note to 
her parents, boarded the jet, set the destination to Gravity Falls, and let the autopilot take its 
course. 


Her jet arrived only seconds ahead of Coraline and Wybie’s. Norman, Neil, Raz, and Lili 
were already waiting for them at the hangar. They all looked so tired, but Mabel could still 


see the determination behind each of their weary eyes. She let her features shift to match 
them more. Only then that she realized what a welcome reprieve it was from the lie that she 
had to keep up all day. 


Still no Dipper in sight, though. 


Mabel tried to hide her disappointment as the group gave each other obligatory greetings. 
Judging from how the others were looking at her, she didn’t hide it very well. 


“He seriously didn’t respond to any of your calls and your texts?” Norman asked, 
incredulous. Mabel offered him a weak shrug in response. 


Coraline blew air out of her mouth. “We can’t afford to waste time looking for him.” 


“T actually have a pretty good idea of where he is.” She’d called Soos on the flight over. 
According to him, he didn’t even know that Dipper stayed the night at headquarters. That left 
the Shack above out of the question. There could only one place left where Dipper could be. 
“T’m gonna go check on him.” 


“You do that.” Raz nodded. “We’ll be waiting in the command center.” 
Mabel nodded back and gave them a small wave as she went off on her own. 


The trip down to Dipper’s study-slash-lab wasn’t very long. A small part of her kinda wished 
it was, though. She’s got a lot of words in her head for Dipper, and she wasn’t quite sure how 
to get them out in the right order. No time for that now, as far too fast, she’s suddenly 
standing in the doorstep of Dipper’s study. She briefly considered knocking first, before 
deciding, no, if he didn’t even bother calling and texting back, then she’s not gonna bother 
knocking. 


She wore a frown as the door slid open. That frown quickly fell. 


Dipper’s study was a pretty swanky place, but Mabel always figured Dipper would 
eventually find a way to turn it into a shipwreck. The sight she’s seeing right now was worse 
than anything that she could have ever imagined. 


Dozens of books were opened and seemingly tossed around every which way. Hundreds of 
hastily made scribbles scattered around the room, half of them discarded on the carpeted 
floor, the other half hanging from the wooden wall. Mabel counted at least six empty mugs 
haphazardly left on the short table in the small guest area, the lingering smell of black coffee 
still wafting strongly from them. Empty bags of chips and energy bar wrappers were shoved 
into a corner and seemingly forgotten. Mabel was almost afraid to step inside. 


Gingerly, she did so anyway. The door slid closed behind her, and only then she realized the 
room smelled exactly like how it looked. Dipper’s lucky she’d smelled worse things only two 
nights ago. 


Mabel heard movement from behind Dipper’s alchemy cabinet. Before long, Dipper walked 
out from behind it, and Mabel immediately cringed. 


Dipper looked just as bad as his room would suggest. His complexion carried an unhealthy, 
pale sheen to it. His shirt was askew and covered with dark stains that Mabel was too scared 
to question. He decidedly reeks of coffee, sweat, and high fat corn chips. His eyes were 
ringed with heavy, dark bags, open wide, too wide, staring straight at Mabel with too much 
intensity. Instinctively, Mabel took a step back. She had met Dipper in this state a few times 
before, and none of those experiences were pleasant. 


If Dipper noticed Mabel’s sudden unease at his appearance, then he didn’t show it. 
Oh, who was she kidding? Of course he didn’t notice. 


“Great. You’re here,” he said, his lips curled into a smile that’s just too wide, before slipping 
back behind the cabinet again. 


Mabel was practically left speechless, looking around at the state of the room in disbelief. 
“Dipper, what did you do to-?” 


She was cut off when Dipper suddenly stepped out from behind the cabinet, carrying some 
kind of sleeveless, sea green vest in his hands. Without warning, he held it up against a 
confused Mabel. It took a second for her to realize that Dipper was measuring the vest 
compared to her sweater. Mabel looked down on it and noticed the back of it had been 
decorated with a sequence of vibrant pink runes. 


“Okay, good, it fits.” He withdrew the vest, seemingly satisfied with whatever the heck that 
was about. “I was worried I got your size wrong.” 


As suddenly as he appeared, Dipper disappeared behind his alchemy cabinet again. “Mobility 
is very important in the field, and this will help you with that,” he matter-of-factly stated, out 
of Mabel’s sight. “You got the grappling hook, I know, but this is the next step forward.” 


Mabel huffed, a stern frown back on her features. She rounded the corner to see Dipper with 
his back to her, fervently scribbling something down hunched over his study table, which was 
clearly ground zero for the mess that was this room. A scolding nearly left Mabel’s lips when 
her foot touched something metallic. She looked down, just in time to see an empty can of 
energy drink roll away from her foot and under the cabinet, only for it knock into something 
and roll back out. Curious, Mabel knelt beside it and peered at the cabinet’s underside, and 
immediately gasped. 


1? 


“Oh my god, where’d you get all these energy drinks?! There’s, like, twenty down here 
“Bought ‘em.” 


Mabel rose up to her full height, glaring at Dipper. Not that he could see it. “Bought them 
where?” 


“Supermarket.” 


“You slipped out and you didn’t even say hi to Soos?!” Mabel was baffled. The base’s 
entrance was in the Shack’s living room. Sneaking in a quick hi to Soos would be literally the 


easiest thing to do. 


“Busy making stuff.” Not bothering to turn around, Dipper raised the sea green vest into 
view. “Like this.” 


“That’s not an excuse!” 


“Maybe. Oh!” Dipper reached into a compartment in his desk and rummaged around in it. He 
spun around with his hands covered in a pair of black gloves, adorned with a sequence of red 
runes. “Made new gloves, see?” He twisted his hands around, giving Mabel a full view of the 
gloves. “These won’t catch on fire.” 


After showing off his gloves, Dipper turned back around, just like that. This time, Mabel 
didn’t let him, holding him by the wrist. “Dipper, I couldn’t care less about those things!” 


Yelling in Dipper’s ear probably wasn’t a great thing to do, but Mabel couldn’t help it 
anymore. Dipper had been nothing but frustrating ever since she arrived. At least now, with 
Dipper looking down at her hand around his wrist then up at her frowning face, she had 
Dipper’s full attention. 


“You promised me you’d be back by Sunday morning.” Mabel sighed, her grip on Dipper’s 
wrist going slack. 


“Yeah, I remember,” he said after a moment to rub his wrist. “What day is today?” 


It took all of Mabel’s restraint to not bellow a wordless scream in his face. “It’s Monday 
evening!” 


A realization, a clarity, slowly dawned on his features. However, just as suddenly it appeared, 
it went away. “Oh,” he said, dull and flat, before, unbelievably, he moved to turn around 
again. 


“Don’t you ‘oh’ me and turn back around!” Mabel grabbed his shoulder, rougher this time, 
and forced him to face her, eye to eye. “God, look at you! You clearly didn’t shower. 
Apparently, you downed twenty cans of those gross energy drinks. And it looks like you’ve 
been eating nothing but corn chips?!” Mabel made the connection between the coffee, the 
energy drinks, and the hideous dark bags under Dipper’s eyes. “You didn’t even sleep at all, 
did you?” 


Dipper refused to meet her gaze. “I’m perfectly fine. I just need to-” Mabel cut him off, 
bringing up his left hand and tossing away the glove covering it, revealing the bandage 
wrapped around the cut on his palm. Only two days had passed, and it already looked 
terrible. 


“You didn’t even take care of the cut on your hand! Look at it! It’s getting all yellow and 
gross!” 


Dipper snatched his hand away. He shot her an outraged glare that gave her pause, that hurt 
her heart, before spinning around and returning to his desk, the sound of pen furiously 


scratching against paper quickly filling the air. Mabel blew out a sigh, shoulders sagging. 
Maybe it really was a mistake yelling in Dipper’s face. Maybe a gentler approach would 
work better. 


“Dipper, you need to sleep,” she quietly pleaded. 
“Coffee is fine,” he coldly replied. The scratching of pen on paper didn’t stop. 


“No, no, it’s not.” Mabel shook her head, not that Dipper saw. He’s not making a gentler 
approach easy. “Dipper, what if you get sick?” 


“There’s probably a spell for that.” 


Mabel buried her face in her hands. It’s taking everything within her to not scream her lungs 
out, even if itll be muffled. The scratching sounds of pen on paper continued, and it’s 
seriously starting to piss her off. 


She uncovered her face. Her brows furrowed in determination. She drew in a deep breath. 
“Dipper.” 


Her tone was calm and even. Dipper kept on furiously scribbling whatever the heck. There 
was nothing to indicate that he heard her at all. Mabel gritted her teeth. 


“Dipper!” 


Still no response. In fact, it sounded like the scratching of pen on paper got louder. Mabel 
glared a hole in the back of Dipper’s head. To hell with a gentler approach. 


“Mason Pines!” 


Silence. Not a peep more of that awful pen on paper scratching. Dipper was as still as a 
statue, still facing his desk, but she knew she’s got his attention. Mabel blew out a breath, 
calming herself down. She never liked whenever she had to pull that card, even if she knew 
it'd work everytime. At least, now, they could have a peaceful, reasonable talk with each 
other. 


“I want to catch the Conclave too, believe me, but this is not the way to do it. You’re just 
gonna end up hurting yourself, or even worse. And then where would we be without our 
smartest investigator around?” Mabel cracked a smile without even realizing it. She took a 
step closer to her brother, close enough that he was within arm’s length. “Why don’t you 
just... stop doing all of this for a sec, eat some real food, take a quick shower, and just lie 
down and have a nap, okay?” 


Mabel kept up her smile, even though she knew Dipper couldn’t see it. Maybe he’s able to 
feel the smile, and all the good vibes she’s sending his way. The tense muscles of Dipper’s 
shoulders loosened ever so slightly, and Mabel let her smile grow wider. Dipper’s stubborn, 
but in the end, he’ll always listen to reason. 


“Two hundred and sixty one.” 


Mabel blinked. For a second, she didn’t realize it was Dipper who spoke. His voice sounded 
so different. So cold. 


“What?” Mabel honestly had no idea what he meant by that number. 
“Two hundred and sixty one, Mabel.” 


Dipper’s response was to repeat the same number, in the same voice, in the same tone. A 
question nearly left Mabel’s lips, but was halted when Dipper looked over his shoulder. His 
eyes, unlike his voice, burned. 


“That’s how many people that lived in Muchenik.” 
Those words froze Mabel on the spot. What’s left of her smile faltered completely. 
“Do you know how many survived?” 


Dipper slowly pivoted in place. His words, his voice, once cold, had melted to reveal the 
fiery, seething fury beneath. Mabel could barely bear to look into his glare. Those eyes did 
not belong on him, on her brother. 


“Zero.” 


Mabel flinched. She knew the answer, but she still flinched. Dipper took a step forward, 
closer towards her. It took Mabel a second to realize she took a step back. 


“Alexey Novikov, fifty-three years old. Worked in the mines for three decades. Retired a year 
ago. Spent most of his free time shoveling snow from the roads without expecting a penny. 
Dead.” 


Dipper took another step forward. Mabel took another step back. He’s still talking. 


“Misha Vorobyov, twenty-five years old. Worked a dead-end job as a cashier where she met 
her fiancée. Planned to get married early next year. Dead.” 


Another step forward for him, another step back for her. She never wanted him to stop talking 
more in her life. Please, stop talking. 


“Yaroslaf Vygotsky, thirty years old. Stay-at-home dad for his two daughters and one son 
after his wife passed away at childbirth. Dead.” 


Another step closer. She bumped her back against a bookshelf. She clenched her eyes shut, 
just to look at anything that wasn’t him. Why was he still talking?! 


“Tatiana Suvota, seven years old. Lives with her grandmother after her father ran off and her 
mother drunk herself to death. Helps out in her grandma’s store wherever she can. Loves 
math at school, and was damn good at it. Bright, friendly, curious.” 


Mabel’s eyes snapped open. Dipper’s furious, dangerous glare greeted her. 


“Dead.” 


Mabel wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. She shouldn’t. This was her brother. Her 
Dipper. Her Mason Pines. 


And she’s never been more scared of him in her life. 
“Because of me.” 


Dipper pulled away. The fire behind his eyes still burned, but at least it was no longer pointed 
at her. It terrified her that she almost sighed in relief. 


“TPI rest when the Conclave is dead.” 


Dipper’s statement was final. Nothing could change his mind. Nobody could talk him out of 
this. 


Maybe Mabel wouldn’t. 


Dipper returned to his desk, hunched over it with his back to Mabel once again. Whatever he 
was about to do, he paused. He blew out a long, suffering sigh. His tense back and shoulders 
loosened all at once. “Sorry,” he dared to say. 


Mabel chose to not answer. 


Silence again. It stretched for a while. Maybe Dipper was waiting for a response. Mabel 
won’t give him one. At least the pen on paper scratching never returned. 


“Are the others here?” Dipper eventually asked. 
“Yeah.” 


“Fucking finally.” Dipper hastily gathered a mass of papers and documents into his hands, 
spun on his heels, and walked past her. “Let’s get started.” 


The elevator ride down to the command center was silent. Tense. It wasn’t comfortable, but 
comfort wasn’t exactly a priority right now. At least, it sure wasn’t Coraline’s. There’s too 
much things buzzing in her head to worry about something as trivial as that. She would guess 
her friends shared the sentiment. Though, if anyone wanted to break the ice or something, 
then by all means. She didn’t have a single happy thought the whole weekend. Something to 
smile about would be nice. 


“Are we sure about going against orders like this?” Neil suddenly asked, brows furrowed into 
a worried frown. 


Coraline tightened her jaw. That really sealed just how utterly fucked the situation was. Neil, 
of all people, asked a question like that. 


“Of course we are!” Raz very quickly, very heatedly responded. “What, you’re saying we sit 
this one out?!” 


Neil stammered for a moment, and for good reason. A pissed-off Raz was rare. “No, it’s-! 
I’m just worried that with the Psychonauts- if we make the wrong move and-” 


“Neil, that shouldn’t even be a question,” Coraline cut off, maybe a bit harsher than she 
intended. 


Neil looked down at his fidgeting shoes, red-faced and probably feeling more than a little 
guilty. Now that she’s opened her mouth, Coraline felt the eyes of her friends looking at her, 
at their leader. They’re expecting more from her, she could tell, though she had no idea what 
to say. She took a deep breath and tried anyway. 


“They told us to move on. Some people would. But not us.” The elevator came to a halt. The 
doors slid open. Coraline steeled her resolve. “Not us.” 


The shift from bland chrome to polished black as the group entered the command center 
proper was a change that Coraline always welcomed. She still felt a bit uneasy with the 
layout of the room, with how similar it was to the meeting room in the Mother Lobe, but she 
had mostly gotten over it. Especially at a time like this. The massive screen on the wall lit up. 
Coraline synced up her communicator with it, opened a map of the world, and focused the 
display over Russia. 


“First things first, we need to figure out where the Conclave are.” Coraline glanced over her 
shoulder at Wybie, who had just taken a seat on the table. “Wybie, can you run calculations 
or something to pinpoint where they are?” 


Wybie paused in the middle of opening a laptop. “Um, Dipper’s really the numbers guy, but 
sure, yeah, I can figure out a thing until he shows up.” 


“Keep me posted.” Coraline nodded. 


Coraline’s eyes flitted over to the entrance. Any minute now, Mabel’s going to step through 
that door with her boneheaded brother in tow. And boy, that was something she’s been 
fantasizing all weekend. Now that her brain’s not mush after every single fucking thing that 
happened two nights ago, she’s ready to give him exactly what he deserved. The second that 
know-it-all twerp shows his pale mug through that door, she’s chewing the everloving fuck 
out of him. 


In the meantime, she’s got other things in mind. 


Coraline’s gaze moved from the door to land upon Lili. She’d seated herself next to Raz, and 
had just pulled out a screen from the table, reading something on it intently. Coraline came up 
to her from behind. 


“Lili.” 


Lili barely reacted. Deliberately so. Coraline narrowed her eyes. Better get straight to the 
point. 


“You lied to the Psychonauts. Why’d you do that?” 


Lili visibly stopped reading her screen. She leaned back on her chair, shoulders drooping, a 
resigned sigh escaping her lips. She must’ve known this was coming. Beside her, Raz shot 
her a concerned frown as he nervously rubbed the back of his neck. 


“If I didn’t, we’re screwed,” Lili replied. Coraline blinked. She was, frankly, not expecting 
that. 


“What do you mean?” Coraline urged. 


Lili spun her chair around so that she and Coraline were face to face. Coraline never realized 
until now, but Lili’s eyes carried more dark bags under it than usual. She met Coraline’s eyes 
with a resignation that her posture hinted at. 


“Let me give you a crash course on Psychonautical politics,” Lili began, the corners of her 
lips curled into a joyless smile. “It’s all about funding. Money. Exec bonuses. Every year, 
every division gets all riled up, shouting and bragging to the Council over who deserves to 
get the biggest portion of the budget. It is... tighter than you’d expect from an organization 
like this.” 


Raz nodded along, a humorless smile on his lips that was almost like Lili’s. A sign that he’d 
seen it firsthand. Everyone else present had begun listening along, too, abandoning what they 
were doing at the sound of Lili’s weary voice. 


“Now, look around you. All these things you see?” She gestured at the room with a lazy wave 
of her hand. “They’re worth millions. Millions worth of resources given to, as far as they’re 
concerned, Sasha Nein’s pet project. ” 


Coraline gritted her teeth. “That’s not who we are.” 


“You think they give a damn?” Lili scoffed. “They’re not happy with us, with how we’re 
being treated. They think we’re just a bunch of dumb kids out of our depth, given too much 
money and too much power.” Her look turned sour. Toxic, even. “And apparently, they have 
a point, because two nights ago, we just screwed up in the worst possible way!” 


Coraline flinched at Lili’s outburst. A part of her accepted that she deserved the blame. A 
different part of her bitterly thought of Dipper, and how he should be the one at the other end 
of this thrashing. Lili sighed, calming down, but she wasn’t finished yet. 


“Those people have been keeping a close eye on us, waiting for us to make a wrong move, a 
mistake, anything they could use to tear us down. What we did was everything they could 
ever want, and then some. If they find out, that’s it. We’re done. Raz and I are going to get 
discharged, and the rest of you will be excommunicated. No more Mystery Kids. No chance 
for us to fix this mess.” 


The thought of the Mystery Kids separated against their will scared Coraline more than she’d 
expect. She saw that sentiment visibly rippling across the room. 


“That’s why I lied.” Lili closed her eyes. For a moment, she looked so small. “Because 
nobody can know that we are the ones responsible for releasing the Conclave.” 


Her confession concluded, Lili opted to stay silent. Raz placed a hand on her shoulders, 
rubbing gentle circles on her back. The others, Coraline included, opted to follow her lead, 
unsure of how to react. At least, for a while. 


“W-wait, the evidence is against your story, right?” Wybie blurted. “Like, the fourth guy, 
he... he died outside of the final chamber, didn’t he?” 


“That’s not what the official report said.” Lili’s joyless smile showed itself once more. She 
nodded at the open laptop in front of him. “Go ahead. Read it.” 


There was a moment of hesitation before Wybie returned his attention to the laptop, fingers 
dancing away at the keyboard. Coraline walked up to him, looking at the screen from over his 
shoulder, and before long Norman and Neil joined them as well. Wybie had the official 
debriefing of the incident opened, and skimmed through most of the file until they reached a 
section detailing a follow-up excursion into the tomb. The report stated that three bodies of 
StrexCorp personnel had been found, their state fitting the description given by one Agent 
Zanotto. The body of one last personnel was nowhere to be found, but was surmised to be 
crushed among the rubble of the final chamber, in accordance to Agent Zanotto’s account. 


Coraline peeled her eyes away from the screen to look at Lili. “You can do that?” she asked, 
almost in a whisper, feeling something that was one part awe, and one part fear. 


Lili’s smile became joyless and bitter. “The Zanotto name can do a lot of things. Especially 
when one of them is the current Grand Head of the Psychonauts.” 


“So, you’re abusing your privilege,” Norman clarified, bluntly. Very bluntly. 


Lili flashed them all a smile that’s too wide and too forced. “Nepotism’s a bitch. And that 
bitch is me.” 


“This... doesn’t feel right,” Neil said, fidgeting uncomfortably where he stood. 


“Don’t feel too bad about it. The one taking the blame here is StrexCorp. They’re the closest 
thing this world has to pure evil,” Lili explained, but it sounded less about convincing the 
others and more about trying to convince herself. “Just see it this way; we get to avoid getting 
axed, and the Psychonauts gets more ammo to use against StrexCorp. Everyone wins.” 


Norman had his eyes narrowed at Lili, carrying a skeptical glint in them. “You don’t sound 
like you believe that.” 


“No, you think?!” Lili snapped. “I had to bribe a dozen people and blackmail a dozen more! 
To fake evidence! This is treason!” 


In that moment, Lili’s fragile mask of fake smiles and forced shrugs was shattered, revealing 
trembling hands and eyes welling up with tears. Coraline nearly stepped back, caught off 
guard by Lili’s outburst. Raz swiftly moved to envelop and steady Lili’s hand with his own. 
Lili turned to look at their interconnected hands, then up meet Raz’s eyes. A mental 
conversation occurred between them as they stared deep into each other’s eyes in silence. 
Whatever was said between them, Coraline could only guess, but it seemed to be enough to 
bring Lili down from her sudden panic. As Lili’s breathing slowed to a steady pace, Coraline 
slowly, apprehensively, approached. 


“Thank you. For doing this,” she muttered. It was the least she could do. 
Lili shook her head. “Please don’t.” 


An uncomfortable silence approached, but never settled, as it was broken by the familiar 
whizz of air of the base’s door sliding open. Heads turned, including Coraline’s, to witness 
Dipper walking through the threshold. He carried with him a large stack of books and papers 
in his hands, as well as heavy, dark bags underneath his eyes, and his was even more 
pronounced than Lili’s. His hair’s a disgusting mess, his clothes were an even more 
disgusting mess, and he looked even paler than usual. Almost unhealthily pale. Coraline 
suddenly wasn’t so sure about chewing the everloving fuck out of him. He looked like he’d 
already chewed himself out enough. 


Mabel entered behind him, with a small but very noticeable, very deliberate distance between 
her and her brother. While Dipper practically marched up towards the table, Mabel hung 
back. She quietly hugged herself, not quite sulking in the corner but not quite joining the 
group either. Even shot Dipper a nasty side eye. Coraline’s lips twisted as she looked back 
and forth between the twins, feeling uneasy. As if Dipper’s current state wasn’t disturbing 
enough. What the hell happened between them? 


Out of the corner of her eye, Coraline spotted Lili’s expression darken the moment Dipper 
walked in. 


Dipper unceremoniously dumped the mess of books and papers on the table, more than a few 
scattering across its smooth surface. “This is everything I could find about vampires, the 
history of Muchenik, and the surrounding region,” he said, with barely a pause in his step. He 
circled the table, snatched Wybie’s laptop from him - completely ignoring the surprised, 
indignant squawk that Wybie made - and rapidly typed something in with one hand, his eyes 
focused on the giant monitor on the wall, still not breaking his stride. The monitor shifted to 
display a world map, before zooming in to focus on Russia. 


“Almost 48 hours have passed since the Conclave first emerged. Now, the average speed of a 
horse is about 27 miles per hour. Assuming they kept close to that speed most of the time, 
and assuming they stopped to take shelter during the height of daylight hours, then they have 
traveled southward for 810 miles, putting them somewhere close to the border of Kazakhstan. 
I propose we start our search there with a fifty mile radius.” 


The display changed along to follow Dipper’s explanation, with charts, graphs, and other bits 
of calculations appearing on the sides. For this one time, Coraline honestly would’ve paid 
attention, if Lili hadn’t risen from her seat with murder in her eyes. 


“We’re still letting this moron get involved?” she spoke, the fiery anger barely held back in 
her words sending a chill down Coraline’s spine. Dipper stopped in his tracks, but he didn’t 
turn to face her. 


“Lili!” Raz rose from his seat too, his face a mix of shock and outrage. 


“Don’t ‘Lili’ me!” Lili shot a glare back at Raz, before jabbing a finger at Dipper. “He’s the 
reason why we’re in this mess!” 


Coraline knew she should step in. It was her responsibility as the leader. However, a part of 
her that agreed with Lili, that wanted Dipper to get what he deserved was making a pretty 
good case for hanging back and seeing what happens. 


“That stone was safe exactly where it was, but you just had to pull it out, didn’t you?! You’re 
just so desperate to have your little Indiana Jones moment, so obsessed with play-acting as 
the fearless, manly-man explorer. Did you forget to think or care about everyone around you? 
You’re supposed to be a genius, but all I’m seeing is a fucking idiot!” Lili’s lips curled into a 
cruel sneer, not that Dipper could see it while he’s still faced away from her. “And now, look 
at you. Too much of a coward to look me in the eye. Where’s that fearless, manly-man 
explorer now, huh?!” 


Dipper barely showed a reaction. Hell, Dipper barely moved at all, one hand holding a laptop 
up and another still on the keyboard. Lili’s sneer melted away, replaced with a dark scowl. 


“Hey! Look at me!” Lili roared. Her palms tightened into fists. “Turn around and face me, 
dammit!” 


When pulsing magenta energy began building up in Lili’s fists, that’s when Coraline knew 
she had to step in. She grabbed Lili by the arm as gently as she could. “Lili, that’s enough, we 
gotta focus,” she said. Silently, she hoped she didn’t just make herself a target. 


“No!” Lili yanked her arm free. At least, in the process, she noticed the pulsing energy on her 
hands. She closed her eyes, the energy dying out, but when her eyes opened, she still had a 
seething glare fixed towards Dipper. The fire’s no longer roaring, but it was by no means any 
less hot. “He’s hearing this. All of it.” 


Lili took a few steps closer towards Dipper. Coraline, still wary, hovered over Lili closely. 
Raz joined her, seemingly having the same idea. Dipper remained disturbingly motionless. 


“I don’t know what the hell you’ve been doing, but you missed how your fuck-up could’ve 
been used by some shitty people in the Psychonauts to ruin us.” Every word that left Lili’s 
lips dripped with venom. It was terrifying to hear, but it worked. Dipper actually reacted, his 
head perking ever so slightly. “The only reason they didn’t was because I covered it up, by 
deceiving, bribing, and blackmailing anyone I had to. And I hated every second of it.” 


To Coraline’s surprise, Dipper turned his head to look over his shoulder. “I never asked you 
to do any of that,” he spoke; his tone completely flat, and Coraline couldn’t imagine a worse 
thing to say. 


Lili was fast, but Coraline was faster. She managed to point Lili’s hand away from Dipper at 
the nick of time, the psi-blast leaving Lili’s hand harmlessly striking the ceiling. Those stupid 
words were enough to start the roaring fire again, and that left her and Raz holding back a 
Lili screaming bloody murder. Dipper at least had the common sense to flinch, and to gawk at 
where the psi-blast struck. 


Norman placed himself between Dipper and Lili, his face etched into a harsh frown. “Lili, 
stop!” 


“You're right, maybe I shouldn’t have!” Lili roared, struggling to break free from Coraline 
and Raz’s grasp with each word, Norman’s words falling on deaf ears. “Maybe I should’ve 
told the truth and let everything fall part! Maybe I should’ve let Raz and I get demoted all the 
way down, be placed under the thumbs of those same shitty people that want us gone! At 
least I’m used to putting up with them!” 


Lili ended her rant panting, her effort to break free slowing down. Coraline loosened her grip 
on Lili, and not just because her struggles were weakening. She did it because, for a brief 
moment, she felt Lili trembling again, and she caught how her voice started breaking near the 
end. Lili composed herself, taking deep breaths, glaring ahead so that everyone knew she’s 
not finished. 


“They think I don’t deserve to be where I am, and they made sure to let me know. Because 
I’m a kid. Because I’m a girl. Because, if you ask them, the only reason I got to where I am 
was my last name and my dad.” Lili let her eyes fall to the floor, her features twisted into a 
bitter, pained scowl. “My last name gave me a lot of privilege that I must’ve abused to hell 
and back. My dad must’ve paid off dozens of people so I could rise through the ranks as 
quickly as I did.” 


Coraline was at a loss for words. Her grip on Lili had gone slack. In all the time she’d known 
Lili, she had no idea, hadn’t even considered the idea that Lili had to live through such a 
thing. Meanwhile, Lili shook her head, staring dead ahead once more. 


“You know what the worst part of all this is for me?” she gritted her teeth, the fire behind her 
eyes stoked and threatening to burn Dipper with its intensity. “I had to prove them right! To 
cover your mistake.” 


The room had changed, seeing Lili now with pity instead of with alarm. Raz still kept his 
hand on Lili, but now it was to comfort instead of to restrict. Norman’s frown had all but 
melted away. Even Dipper was left wide-eyed. 


“Lili, I- we had no idea,” Norman said, gently, with genuine sympathy in his eyes. “I’m... 
sorry. That you went through that.” 


Lili didn’t look terribly happy with the change. She shrunk away from the looks of pity 
everyone gave her, but still maintained a hostile stare fixed on Dipper. Norman looked 
between her, and Dipper, and blew a sigh. 


“Look, I... I won’t deny that what Dipper did was extremely stupid and reckless, but...” 
Norman closed his eyes and sighed again, before muttering, “but he’s not the only one to 


blame here.” 


Coraline blinked, surprised. A quick glance around the room confirmed she wasn’t the only 
one. 


“Raz was the one who accepted this mission in the first place.” Norman gestured towards 
Raz, but couldn’t quite meet his eyes. 


Raz looked positively offended, and nearly voiced it, but it was as if something caught up to 
him at the last second, stopping him. 


“And Coraline was the one that gave Dipper the go to pull out that stone.” 


Coraline bit back whatever half-assed retort that nearly slipped out of her lips. A part of her 
agreed, and a part of her did not. For now, she chose to stay silent. 


“And I-!” Norman choked up, a tremble passing through his body. “I shouldn’t have waited 
so long to use my powers. If I had, maybe things’ll be different. Maybe I... I could’ve 
stopped them.” 


He steadied himself the best he could, and returned Lili’s glare with firm, unflinching eyes. 
“If you’re going to blame Dipper for this, then you need to blame the rest of us too.” 


The two stared the other down, the silence between them so tense, so thick you could choke 
on it. Coraline would’ ve intervened if she wasn’t sort-of intimated by the both of them at this 
moment. Eventually, Lili was the first to back down, which came as a surprise for Coraline. 
The stare-down done, Norman threw his gaze away, his lips twisting into a pout. He clearly 
didn’t enjoy it either. He’s clearly not happy with any of what’s happening. 


“Let’s just call this a collective fuck-up, and move on.” 
“No.” 
The room froze. A low, grim voice had spoken, and it was Dipper’s. 


“She’s right,” he continued. It was jarring how determined he sounded in admitting his 
mistake. “This is all my fault.” 


Everyone said nothing in response. They couldn’t. Coraline couldn’t. How could they, after 
that sudden, blunt confession? 


“Releasing the Conclave was my fault. What happened to Muchenik was my fault. What Lili 
had to do to cover this up was my fault.” 


Norman was the first to break out of his stupor. He walked up to Dipper and placed a hand on 
his shoulder. “Dipper, this isn’t-” 


“Tf this starts the apocalypse, I take full responsibility.” Those words sent Coraline back, 
when they were in the tomb. Those words were his own. “I meant every word of that.” 


Norman stared, stunned. A moment passed before he let go of Dipper’s shoulder and took 
two steps back. 


“PII do this alone if I have to.” Dipper turned his hardened gaze towards the rest of the room. 
“But I know you all well enough to know that none of you will let me.” 


Coraline nearly cracked a smile. Damn right they wouldn’t. 
Lili, with her face all but screaming that she didn’t want to, opened her mouth to speak. “I-” 


Suddenly, a deafening siren blasted away in the command center, so loud and abrupt it damn 
near gave Coraline a heart attack. The room was bathed in flashing yellow lights, coming 
from the massive screen. The display had shifted to show the Psychonauts logo in bright 
yellow. 


“That’s the Medulla alert to all Psychonauts operatives!” Raz shouted, barely heard over the 
sirens. 


As Raz rushed to the monitor to respond, Coraline reminded herself that particular alert 
system. The Psychonauts had dedicated satellites constantly monitoring locations of extreme 
interest around the globe. Should anything deemed threatening enough by the scanners One 
of them must’ve picked up something. 


“Ts it the Conclave?” Neil asked. 


“We’re beyond screwed if it’s anyone else.” Coraline sincerely hoped it wasn’t anything else. 
The Conclave was bad enough. 


Raz was at the screen’s controls, and with a few button presses, the display changed back to 
the world map. The focus zoomed out of Russia and panned across the globe. “Scans 
detected four suspect individuals, and they’re approaching...” The focus crossed the Atlantic 
Ocean to reach America, and the display zoomed further and further in until it focused 
upon... “Amity Park?!” 


“Bullshit!” Dipper “No way they got to Amity Park from Russia in two days! They’re on 
horses\” 


“Demon horses,” Coraline reminded. 
““W-what do we do now?” Wybie stammered, his panicking eyes looking at Coraline. 


Coraline was struck with a split second of indecisiveness, where her stomach churned and her 
fingers go numb, and only a split second. After all, a leader needed to keep a level head. 


“Raz, call Danny and his gang. Tell ‘em a storm’s coming.” 
Raz nodded, already pulling his phone out his pocket. 


“Everyone else, gear up.” Coraline spared a glance to her friends even as moved for the door. 
“We’re jetting off to Amity Park, now.” 


“W-wait, Coraline, wait!” Wybie pulled at Coraline’s arm, enough to make her stop. “I know 
being heroes is, like, what we do, but they obliterated our asses just two days ago! What 
makes you think we can take ‘em on this time?!” 


“One, we’re ready for them this time. Two,” Coraline nodded at the screen, an overhead view 
of Amity Park on display, “we’ve got a ghost superhero and his merry band of friends on our 
side.” 


By this point, the shock from the abrupt turn of events had mostly faded. Everyone began to 
scramble to prepare as best they could in the extremely limited amount of time they had. 
Some of them even beat Coraline to the door, which brought a grin to her face. 


“We go all out! No holding back!” Coraline called out. 


Fear, thrill, apprehension, anticipation; all melded together into one big mess in her chest. 
That could only mean one thing. 


“The hunt is on!” 
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Disclaimer: I only own the story and my OCs. 
Danny was bored, and boy does he feel like a douche for admitting that. 


Yes, it’s great and all that Amity Park was safe and sound from any supernatural threats, 
ghostly or otherwise, and had been so for the past week. In fact, he’s glad that folks could go 
on their daily business without fearing for their lives for once. But, also, it’s been a whole 
week since anything happened. Nights spent on patrol really dragged on when all he had to 
entertain himself with was his thoughts and the occasional petty thievery, and that’s if he’s 
lucky. Even that he could wrap up in about ten seconds, tops. 


So, when he heard a police transmission of four cloaked individuals racing through the city 
on ‘demonic horses’, Danny practically jumped with joy. 


He wasted no time to fly straight towards where they were last spotted. What he found there, 
floating above the rooftops, were a ruined stretch of road, a few dented cars that had swerved 
onto the sidewalk, and a smattering of civilians, rattled and mumbling to themselves, but no 
sign of any cloaked individuals riding demonic horses. 


Frowning, Danny raised a finger to his earpiece and rang his friends. 
“Tuck, I’m at Stoker Street and I’m not seeing anything. Gimme an update.” 


“Uh, yeah, about that,” Tucker started, his voice doing that high-pitched whine that he does 
when he’s nervous, “you might not wanna jump into this headfirst, dude.” 


“Oh, come on! I’ve been hanging dry for, like, a week!” Danny moaned. “I am horny for 
some real action.” 


“Danny, say that again, and I will turn you into a full ghost,” came Sam’s indignant response. 
Danny barely held back a giggle. “And... we’re serious. These... four horsemen are real bad 
news.” 


Sam sounded serious. So serious, it might even count as grim. Maybe it’s time to switch 
gears. “How so?” 


“We just got a call from the Mystery Kids. Apparently they know these guys,” she explained. 
“They’re a group of vampires calling themselves the Crimson Conclave. They’ re ancient, 
powerful, and don’t take kindly to anyone getting in their way.” 


“Vampires, huh? That’s new.” The two long years he spent fighting the supernatural tended to 
blend together in his head, but he’s pretty sure he’d never fought vampires before. The 
Disasteroid really did open the floodgates for all kinds of weird shit. “How’d the Mystery 
Kids know about them?” 


“I dunno. They hung up before we could ask any follow up questions.” Sam huffed. Danny 
could practically see the scowl on her face. “They warned us to use extreme caution dealing 
with them. Zf we choose to deal with them at all.” 


Danny couldn’t help but frown at Sam’s choice of words. If? Not dealing with the vampires 
was not an option. 


“Then Pll be extremely cautious. Promise,” he said, laying it down as gently as he could. 
“Daniel Fenton, you are not going after those vampires alone!” 


Ah, great. Jazz’s sharp, know-it-all voice was exactly what Danny needed tonight. He blew a 
mix of a groan and a sigh. 


“Jazz, come on, have a little faith in me. Been at this for two years.” He understood where 
she’s coming from, but still, come on. Plus, she’s been aware of what he’s doing for at least 
one of those years. “Whatever these vamps can dish out, I’ve been through worse.” 


“No, Danny, you don’t understand. You weren’t here when Raz made that call. He sounded 
like he’s freaking out.” There was a pregnant pause, during which Danny almost felt bad for 
her. “I still have some doubts about the Mystery Kids, but if this really is the ‘bigger threats’ 
they talked about, then I won’t let you face them on your own just because you’re feeling 
restless!” Her tone changed from demanding to pleading. “At the very least, wait for Danielle 
and Valerie.” 


“This isn’t just about me getting stir-crazy, Jazz. Right now, there’s a bunch of vampires 
tearing through my city. Our city.” Danny casted a glance at the darkening Amity Park 
skyline, lit up by a million lights. This place sucked in a lot of ways, but it was still his. 
“Every second that I waste waiting for backup, the bigger the chance of someone out there 
getting hurt. Or worse.” Danny shook his head, abruptly cracking a smirk. He got a bit too 
serious for his own liking there. “Dani and Val can catch up. I’ll make sure to leave some 
vampires for them to handle.” 


“Now, Tucker, where are they?” Danny asked, and all she got was more of Tucker’s nervous, 
high-pitched whine. “Tick tock, Tuck, come on.” 


“Dude, I would tell you, but your sister looks like she will kill me if I do.” 

Danny rolled his eyes. “She won’t. You’re off-limits.” Tucker’s not. Not at all. 

“You so owe me for this,” he relented after a beat. “They’re uptown, at Blackthorne Estate.” 
“Blackthorne Estate. Got it.” 


Danny took off once more, flying northward this time. Before long, the opulent skyline of 
uptown Amity Park came into view. He never really liked this part of the city. It looked, and 
felt, too different from the rest of Amity Park, with its rows and rows of lavish manors 
constructed by middle-aged fat cats riding the wave of late stage capitalism. Among the 
many, many mansions, Blackthorne Estate wasn’t the largest one by far, but it still stood out 
by stubbornly sticking to its gothic Victorian design, while the buildings around it had 
gradually shifted to a sleeker, post-modern style. Gentle lights spilled out of some of the 
manor’s windows, but a majority of them were eerily dark. The black-tiled roof and the four 
jutting spires at each corner of the main building were covered by a thin coat of white, 
probably from the light snowfall earlier in the day. The same could be said for the gardens 
and most of the courtyard, save for a few footpaths where the snow had been cleared out. 
But, details like those are not why Danny started paying attention to the courtyard. 


What caught Danny’s eye were four suspicious individuals, standing under the moonlit 
shadow of the main building of the estate. They had just dismounted from horses that, in his 
opinion, could definitely be described as ‘demonic’. One of them waved their hand, and four 
shining, mystical triangles suddenly came to life underneath each of their horses. With a 
series of unsettling neighs, the horses sunk into the triangles, before the triangles themselves 
vanished into thin air. 


Danny’s going to go out on a limb here and assume those are Crimson Conclave he kept 
hearing about. 


Danny touched down at the courtyard behind them, keeping a safe distance. So far, it seemed 
they hadn’t noticed him. Now, a good strategy would be to take them from behind, and deal 
as much damage as he could before they even realized what’s happening. However, Danny 
had a different plan in mind, one that was way, way more fun. 


“You guys here for a Halloween party?” he announced, wearing a restrained, yet decidedly 
smug smile. “Hate to break it to ya, but you just missed it. By a few months.” 


The Conclave stopped dead in their tracks. They turned to face Danny, slowly, almost like 
they’re in disbelief. One, cloaked in black and crawling on all fours for whatever reason, 
licked her lips and grinned. One, with a flowing emerald half-cape hanging from one 
shoulder, turned up his nose in apparent disgust. One, covered almost head to toe in a 
cerulean hooded coat, drew her rapier, her glowing blue eyes gleaming with interest. One, a 
grandiose crimson mantle hanging from his shoulders, barely showed any reaction at all to 


Danny’s appearance. As no one offered a reply to his remark, Danny allowed himself to 
continue. 


“I mean, I get it, I’m not a huge fan of Christmas either, but still wearing your spooky 
costumes when it’s only a week away? That’s just... sad.” 


“You will watch your tongue when you speak with us, boy,” the man with the emerald half- 
cape spoke, clearly insulted. 


“No, no, Rodrigo, let him keep talking.” The cerulean hooded woman waved the man off 
with her rapier. “This is... interesting.” 


Danny eyed the rapier the woman wielded, watching her handling the weapon with practiced 
ease, while still keeping up his devil-may-care bravado. “Oof, shoulda listened to your friend 
there.” He crossed his arms. “Once I start, it’s hard to stop.” 


“Exactly. I'd like this to last,” the woman in blue said. “It’s not every day that we are graced 
with the presence of a half-ghost. To think that this is only our third night out.” 


Danny’s smug smile fell. ““Y-you know what I am,” he muttered. He’d expected a lot of 
things, entering this encounter. That was not one of them. 


“We do. We know a lot of things.” The woman briefly glanced back at the man in red, for 
whatever reason. “Though, I’m afraid we don’t know who you are.” 


Alright. Enough messing around. “Name’s Danny Phantom,” he answered, his palms glowing 
green with ecto-energy. “And I’m gonna guess you’re the folks calling themselves the 
Crimson Conclave.” 


“One and only!” the woman in black barked, spittle flying out her mouth. 


“If you know who we are, you should know better than to meddle in our business, boy,” the 
man in green - Rodrigo - spat. 


“Your business becomes my business when it involved tearing through this city.” Danny 
pounded a closed fist against his chest. “My city.” 


Rodrigo scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen your type before.” 
“A hero!” the woman in black sneered. 


“A half-ghost hero.” The woman in blue twirled her rapier. Danny could practically see the 
grin forming beneath her hood. “You’d make a worthy prey.” 


The hooded woman advanced, taking eager, yet practiced steps, the rapier in her hand poised 
to strike. Her companion, the woman in black, crawled forward erratically, tongue lolling out 
of her mouth and drool dribbling onto the cobblestone. Her dark, wild eyes were unsettling, 
more so than anything else about her. Danny shifted his footing into a fighting stance. His 
attention flitted between the two women, wary for a sign of which one would strike first. 


Both looked equally dangerous, equally ready to mess him up in different ways. Whoever 
struck first, with his glowing fists raised, Danny was ready for them. 


“Nina, Circe, stand down.” 


Danny blinked. The man in extravagant red, the one Danny had mostly ignored so far, had 
suddenly spoken. To Danny’s surprise, the two women - Nina and Circe - did exactly that. 
Nina backed away, and Circe lowered her rapier. The two looked so eager, and yet, at the 
man in red’s word, they stopped, just like that. Though, Danny could clearly tell both of them 
were disappointed at the order. 


The man walked forward, stepping past Rodrigo, stepping past Nina and Circe. He carried an 
authoritative air about him that rubbed Danny the wrong way. That, plus having just seen 
how easily and quickly Nina and Circe obeyed his words, and Danny’s pretty sure he’s now 
standing before the leader of the Crimson Conclave. 


“We are here to retrieve something that belongs to me, to Marduk, the Blood Lord. We care 
not who we have to harm, maim, or kill to achieve that goal. Consider this your final 
warning.” The man - Marduk - growled. “Stay out of our way, or perish.” 


Danny was unfazed. As far as final warnings go, he’d heard better. “Hard pass on the first 
option. Second one, I already crossed out on my bucket list. ” He shrugged. “Well, half- 
crossed.” 


Marduk was hard to read, but Danny caught a hint of irritation behind those burning, red 
eyes. 


“Nina.” 


Nina perked up, her lips curled into a too-wide grin at the mention of her name. Marduk 
narrowed his eyes at Danny. 


“Kall.” 


Without another word, Marduk turned away, his crimson mantle flaring out behind him. Circe 
sheathed her rapier and fell behind him as he passed her. Rodrigo shot Danny a knowing, 
mocking sneer, laughing quietly to himself as he turned to follow after Marduk. Nina crawled 
to where Marduk once stood, still wearing that unsettling grin. Danny gritted his teeth, his 
eyes following the three retreating vampires. He antagonized all four of them at once for a 
reason, dammit, and it wasn’t to lure only one of them to fight him. 


“Aw, we’re not doing a fivesome?” Danny called out to the three vampires. None of them 
graced it with a response. He huffed. It was worth a shot. 


His attention returned to Nina, which was harder to do than he’d like to admit. Whether or 
not she noticed, Danny couldn’t tell, but he felt more comfortable convincing himself she 
didn’t. Every one of the Conclave gave him the heebie-jeebies, but Nina’s a breed of her own. 
From how she moved, how her mouth hung open and her fangs were bared, how her wild 
eyes - especially her wild eyes - followed him, there was something so deeply unsettling, so 


alien about her. Yet, at the same time, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d sensed 
something like this, like her, before. He just couldn’t place it. 


“Looks like this is a dance for two, huh?” Danny asked, his cocky persona returning. He 
couldn’t let her know what he’s really feeling, after all, and other questions can wait. His goal 
now was to defeat her as fast as he could, and move on to the other three. “Though I’m 
guessing you’re more into dinner than a show.” 


Nina licked her lips, which Danny took as a yes. 


Danny changed his footing and raised his glowing fists. Nina dug her fingers like claws into 
the ground, leaving cracked grooves on the cobblestone. 


“Make this fun,” she hissed. 
Danny grinned. “Lady, fun is my middle na-” 


Nina lunged. In a blink of an eye, she crossed the length of the courtyard, her fist connecting 
with Danny’s gut with a resounding boom. Danny’s grin shattered, his mind suddenly blank 
with nothing but pain. He damn near blacked out for a second, and as scraps of his conscious 
thought barely pieced itself together, he found himself flying, spinning out of control through 
the air, down the streets of the uptown district. A distant part of him reached him somehow, 
reminding him that this block only goes on for so long, and a building stood at the end of this 
street. He’d collected himself enough to hastily turn intangible, and just in time. Marble walls 
and ivory rooms rushed past him in a split second. He emerged out the other side, turned 
tangible once again, flew over a garden into a different street, and skidded to a halt on the 
concrete. 


Crumpled on the ground, Danny wheezed and coughed. All the coughing definitely would’ ve 
been accompanied with blood too if he wasn’t in his ghost form. He gingerly placed a hand 
on where he’d been struck, and immediately regretted it. Pain shot through his body. He had 
to clamp his teeth down to stop himself from crying out. At least, his scattered mind finally 
had a chance to piece itself together, and for what happened to fully sink in. To say that he’s 
not happy was an understatement. 


A single punch from Nina just sent Danny flying by half a mile. 


Still wincing because damn that lady could throw a punch, he forced himself to look around. 
He’s lying in the middle of the street, in that weird transitionary district between uptown and 
downtown. No cars running, thankfully, only a few parked on the sides. A few pedestrians, 
maybe a dozen from what he could see, had stopped to gawk, mumbling to themselves. After 
two years, you’d think the sight of Danny getting his ass kicked wouldn’t be all that 
interesting anymore. And, of course, some of them even had their phones out already. As 
much as he’d like more embarrassing videos of him online, those people really need to leave. 
This place won’t be safe for long. 


“Everyone, clear out! Run! It isn’t safe here!” Danny croaked out. He hated how strained he 
sounded, but at least it made his order come across as more urgent than it already was. Most 


of the pedestrians complied, though how they took off was less of a run and more of a power 
walk. A few stubbornly stayed. 


Danny nearly belted out a second warning, when he’s interrupted by a deafening, inhuman, 
banshee shriek, the kind that could shatter glass on its own. His heart leapt to his throat, while 
the slightly perturbed citizens fell into immediate panic, sprinting away from the area. The 
shriek echoed off of the buildings, but Danny could still tell the source came from the sky. 
His eyes scanned the dark expanse for anything amiss. It was difficult to spot in the frantic 
moment, but her gangly, pale limbs were a dead giveaway, even with most of her body 
covered in black. 


It was Nina, hundreds of feet directly above him, and descending fast. 


Danny gritted his teeth and leapt, putting as much distance as possible between him and 
where he once was. Mere moments later, Nina’s impact sent a shockwave that left snaking 
cracks across the concrete, kicking up a massive cloud of dust. Danny landed on his feet, and 
almost immediately doubled over. Pain pulsed through his body from his stomach. Despite 
that, he forced himself into a fighting stance, fists glowing. He’d worry about bruises once 
the night had passed. 


The dust settled, revealing a massive crater that spanned the width of the road. At the center 
of it, was a grinning vampire cloaked in obsidian. 


“You don’t do foreplay, do you?” Danny asked, forcing a smirk on his lips. 


As if to answer, Nina leapt from the crater towards Danny, her hand reared back and her 
fingers curled like claws. Danny’s going to assume that’s a hard no. 


Her move was the similar to before, and this time, he’s ready for it. He might have only seen 
one attack so far, but it had already taught him one important lesson. Keep her at a distance 
and steer clear from her fists at all costs. 


A beam of ecto-energy shot out of his fists. Nina took it point blank, the beam sending her 
crashing against the rim at the other side of the crater. Danny didn’t relent. He took to the air 
and crossed the crater after her, the torrent of energy from his fists never breaking. The rim 
Nina’s pinned against crumbled under the force, and any other day Danny would’ve worried 
about damage to public property. She screamed, whether out of anger or pain, Danny didn’t 
know, and he didn’t care. The beam scraped her, squashed her, dragged her against yards and 
yards of concrete, leaving behind a ruined stretch of road. At one point, she somehow found 
grip and started fighting back, but with a scream of his own, Danny doubled the power of the 
beam, and Nina quickly lost that fight. 


The street ended before Danny was anywhere near satisfied. There was an empty car parked 
by the roadside, though, which gave him an idea. He diverted the beam to force Nina against 
the vehicle, and gave the beam his all. After only seconds of concentrated fire, the car erupted 
into a fiery explosion. Only then, he ended the stream of ecto-energy and floated back. A 
satisfied smile appeared on his lips as he watched the flames dance, and only mildly 
concerned that some poor schmuck had just lost their car. He still kept his guard up, though. 


If she could send him flying by half a mile with a single punch, then one explosion wouldn’t 
do jack to her. Things had never been that easy 


There was movement, a flicker of the flames among the wreckage, just like he thought. When 
two burning slabs of metal shot out of the flames, Danny was ready. He easily dodged both 
with more flair than necessary, and was not the slightest bit mad when his hubris was 
punished instantly. 


He barely caught sight of a third shape leaping out of the flames from the corner of his eye 
when cold, bony fingers suddenly clamped around his neck like a vice. Unprepared, 
disoriented, Danny found himself involuntarily sailing through the air for the second time 
tonight. This time, with the added benefit of having Nina’s horribly gaunt, grinning face only 
inches away from his. As the arc of her leap passed its apex, Danny realized she intend to 
chokeslam him against the concrete. A token effort to release himself from her grip amounted 
to nothing. With the ground coming fast, he countered Nina’s grin with a hardened glare, 
before turning himself intangible. 


The momentum sent him a few dozen feet underground before he could stop himself. He 
never liked phasing underground, it’s just too easy to lose track of which way was up or 
down in the dark, but right now, he had a feeling it’s better than the alternative. From 
somewhere above him, he heard a series of muffled booms, and he even felt the tremors of 
the ground passing through him. 


Yeah, going down here was a good choice. 


He couldn’t stay here forever, though. Not that it was ever an option. Making a rough guess 
of where Nina was based on what he could hear, Danny made sure to give that spot a wide 
berth as he soared to the surface. 


He emerged inside the lobby of an office building - completely empty, thank god - with large 
windows giving an open view of the street. There, among the rubble of the ruined street, was 
Nina. She growled and snarled, stalking the street for any sign of Danny. Lucky for him, she 
had her back to him. It’s an advantage he’s more than willing to take. 


Still intangible and invisible, Danny flew up behind her, held his hands out, turned tangible, 
and muttered, “Boo.” 


Nina whipped around, only to get a face full of ghost ray that sent her crashing against a 
lamppost. The metal bent, the lamp shorting out, and she fell into a crumpled heap on the 
concrete. She recovered quickly though, snarling at Danny. Or rather, where she last saw 
Danny. In the brief moment that Nina was down, Danny had turned intangible again, dove 
into the ground, and emerged behind a furious, yet oblivious Nina. He shifted his state-of- 
being back to tangible, raised a hand, a ghost ray charged and ready, and unloaded it against 
the back of Nina’s head. The blast sent her flying face-first to and through a pane of glass of 
the building where Danny first emerged. Her body skidded across the ceramic floor until she 
came to a halt in the middle of the lobby, face down and ass up. 


The sight was honestly kind of hilarious. 


It was almost a shame Danny couldn’t spend a little more time to enjoy it. He turned 
intangible once more, and quickly sunk into the ground. When he emerged behind Nina, she 
had risen to her feet, and was in the middle of throwing a loud, destructive shitfit. 


“No! Fair!” Nina roared, emphasizing each word with a stomp. To a certain level, Danny 
agreed. He’d been pulling some really cheap moves, but they’re moves that work. Hell, if 
Sam was here, she’d probably call it ‘pragmatic’. 


Her words sure didn’t stop him from driving her neck to the floor with an ecto-charged 
dropkick. With enough force to leave a small crater, too. 


Danny didn’t dwell on it, as much he wanted to. He turned intangible and retreated to a safe 
distance, half submerged into the floor. Nina rose up again, visibly shaking, angrier than ever, 
but - and this was the part that got Danny worried - without a single scratch on her. Danny 
gritted his teeth. The beating he gave her should’ve left something. 


Danny glanced over his shoulder, in the direction of uptown Amity Park. He hadn’t forgotten 
about the other three vampires, doing god knows what in the Blackthorne Estate. Those guys 
still need to be dealt with, fast. But he couldn’t exactly just bounce out and leave Nina here to 
take a big old dump on his city. Thing was, he couldn’t see himself finishing her off anytime 
soon, either, seeing how durable she was. 


Or, maybe, he didn’t need to. If taking her out was too tall of an order, maybe he could try 
knocking her out, not for good, but at least for now. A powerful enough strike at the right spot 
should do the trick. It’d buy him some time; hopefully long enough for him to go take care of 
her troupe, long enough until Dani and Valerie could take over handling her. 


His plan decided, he whizzed through the air and ducked behind a pillar. With Nina still 
throwing a shitfit, he’s got some time to prepare. He made only his right hand visible and 
tangible, clenched it into a fist, and pumped it full with every bit of ecto-energy he’s got. 
Only a single visible fist meant there’s less to notice compared to his entire body, which 
should help since the intent here was to blindside Nina with a strike to the head. If he landed 
it, awesome. If he whiffed it, he could think of worse body parts to lose. 


Once he’s satisfied with the glow emanating from his fist, Danny sprang into action. He 
darted out of cover, skirting just outside of Nina’s line of sight. Her shitfit had more-or-less 
ended and she’s properly on the lookout for him once again. Not a second left to waste. 
Danny rushed forward, full speed, wind rushing through him, and threw the strongest punch 
he could muster. 


His fist stopped inches from the left side of Nina’s face. 
Danny blanched. 
Nina’s cold, bony fingers clamped down around his wrist. His intangible wrist. 


She whipped her head, her eyes locking with his, an act that should be impossible. He’s still 
invisible, intangible, and yet he knew the fact that her eyes found him wasn’t because of luck 
or a guess. She knew where he was, because she’s seeing him right now. He knew she knew, 


and fear suddenly gripped his heart. The sensation of something actually touching him while 
he’s in this state sent his thoughts screeching to a halt. The notion that he should wrench his 
arm free and fly away very fast in the opposite direction never even crossed his mind. He 
floated there, frozen, while Nina cracked a toothy grin that showed off her red-stained fangs. 


Danny would’ve cried uncle at this point, if his mind hadn’t been turned to mush, but since 
the universe decided that everything that’s happening wasn’t enough, he sensed a sudden 
surge of energy bursting forth from Nina’s core. The energy felt so bizarre, so alien, ringing 
alarm bells in his head and kicked his nerves into overdrive, and yet he couldn’t shake the 
feeling that he’s familiar with it somehow. He watched dumbly as the energy flowed from 
Nina’s core to her shoulder, then down to her elbow, then to her wrist, then to the fingers 
she’d wrapped around his wrist. For a split second, he saw tiny flecks of red arcing from her 
fingers. 


In that split second, Danny realized where he’d sensed this energy before. In that split 
second, he was reminded of a skirmish a few weeks ago, against Freakshow and his minions. 
In that split second, a name flashed across his mind. 


Norman. 


Not that he had time to do anything with the information. In the next split second, his world 
became nothing but overwhelming, excruciating pain. 


Dark red streaks of light snaked forth from Nina’s fingers and consumed his hand, his arm, 
his entire body in a speed impossible for the human eye to follow. He screamed, and 
screamed, and screamed, until his throat hurt and his voice was gone. A second became an 
eternity. Terrible, terrible memories suddenly flooded the forefront of his mind. The portal 
accident. Hunted by his own parents. Vlad. Dark Danny. Was this his train wreck of a life 
flashing before his eyes? 


The onslaught miraculously, mercifully, ended. His body went limp, maybe even numb, 
stopped from falling into a heap on the floor only by Nina’s fingers keeping an iron grip on 
his wrist. The smell of burnt flesh overwhelmed his nostrils, and he would’ ve hurled if he 
hadn’t lost control of his body. His vision reeled and went blurry, then patchy, then dark. He 
had no idea how long he passed out, but when his eyes fluttered open, he had been raised to 
eye level with Nina, who greeted him with a sadistic grin that put her sharp fangs on display. 


A distant, lucid part of him was surprised to not feel those fangs piercing the skin of his neck. 
Instead, he felt the now familiar sensation of being flung through the air. 


He was not surprised when he suddenly collided with something solid and painful. The force 
of Nina’s throw actually forced his form through whatever it was that he hit, only to collide 
into something equally solid and painful on the other side. Again, and again, and again, the 
same thing happened, in rapid succession. In the end, he crashed against something that he 
heard shatter into a million pieces, before he flopped onto the floor, like a dying fish. He sure 
felt like one. He could barely move. His whole body throbbed and ached, so at least he’s not 
numb anymore. 


Danny’s vision slowly came into focus, so he took this chance to look around. It seemed he 
had landed inside a flower shop, judging from the bouquets and arrangements on display, 
lying amongst splinters of wood and glass. He strained to look ahead and saw a building 
across the street with a hole on its side. Apparently those solid and painful things he’d been 
hitting were walls. He’d just been thrown through a block’s worth of buildings. Plus a glass 
window for good measure. 


That would help explain the unbearable amount of pain he’s in. 


He looked down on himself, and saw his red and white shirt, jeans, and a distinct lack of 
ghostly aura surrounding his form. He’d been knocked out of his ghost form. Did that happen 
before or after he got flung? Probably after. A normal human spine couldn’t have survived 
ten concrete walls and a pane of solid glass. 


Nina emerged from the hole he left, still grinning like the madwoman that she is. Dark red 
streaks of lightning covered the length of her arms. It snapped at the air and lashed against 
the concrete, hissing and crackling, like they’re just as hungry as the vampire wielding them. 
Except, she’s not just a vampire. She’s... like Norman, whatever the hell that meant. And 
she’s getting closer. And Danny could barely wiggle his toes. He couldn’t go ghost, no matter 
how hard he tried. He’s helpless. Alone. Afraid. 


Danny let his head fall and his eyes close. 
Guess that’s it. He had a good run, all things considered. 


The urge to sleep nearly overwhelmed him, until he heard Nina suddenly crying out in pain. 
His eyes shot open, he looked ahead just in time to see the last traces of a purple beam 
piercing through Nina’s shoulder from above. 


Nina buckled to her knees, clutching her shoulder. A figure descended from the sky, clad in 
black and red armor, riding a sleek hoverboard with a matching color scheme. The 
hoverboard retracted into her suit as she landed with a roll, putting herself between Danny 
and Nina. She rose to her full height, wrist cannon forming out of her suit, and aimed the 
weapon at Nina. Danny genuinely would’ve rushed to up to her and hugged her if he could 
move, but he settled with a smile for now. He’d never been so glad to see her in his life - his 
knight in shining armor. 


“Not a step closer, Bella,” Valerie warned. 
Nina glared down the barrel of Valerie’s wrist cannon, and growled, “Nina.” 
“Sure, whatever.” 


Valerie looked over her shoulder. The scowl behind her red glass face shield shifted into 
something approaching genuine concern. Danny offered her a half-assed smile. 


“You look terrible,” she said. And she’s not wrong. 


“Trust me, it feels a lot worse than it looks.” Danny forced a chuckle, but it just came out as a 
series of pathetic coughs. 


Their attention quickly returned to Nina, rising to her feet with a grunt. The small hole in her 
shoulder didn’t seem to bother her. “Meddler,” she snarled, stepping forward, red lightning 
flaring out from her arms. 


“T said, stay right where you are!” Valerie barked. Her wrist cannon whirred as it charged to 
full power, glowing purple. 


Danny, coming down from the relief of Valerie’s arrival, finally realized something was 
amiss. “Wait, if you’re here, where’s-?” 


“Shush.” Valerie’s eyes never left Nina. And she’s trying very hard to hold back a smirk. 


Nina was not deterred in the slightest by Valerie’s threat. She looked delighted, actually. The 
flurry of red lighting around her intensified, scorching the road beneath her. Her eyes were 
laser-focused on Valerie, and absolutely nothing else. And that, if Danny had to guess, was 
exactly what Valerie wanted. 


Emerging from the ground behind Nina, Dani rammed into the vampire’s back with a burst of 
ecto-energy. Caught off guard, Nina was blasted through the air, and straight towards Valerie, 
who didn’t even flinch. Her wrist cannon reformed, new parts materializing into place, to add 
a long, red, serrated blade below the cannon’s barrel. She thrusted her arm and impaled Nina 
through the gut. Nina shrieked in pain, only to be silenced by Valerie unloading the charge of 
her wrist cannon, sending her flying across the street, and slotting perfectly into the hole 
Danny made on the opposite wall. 


God, what Danny wouldn’t give to show off his middle fingers to that vampire right now. 


Dani quickly rushed to him and knelt by his side, so at least he still had something to smile 
about. 


“Dani! It is so great to-” Danny stopped when he realized Dani was scowling. “Oh. You’re 
mad.” 


“T thought the point of this whole team thing is that we never have to fight alone ever again,” 
she scolded. And she’s not wrong. 


“Sorry, sorry. I thought I could handle it.” He cringed inward at his earlier assumption. Boy, 
was he proven wrong. “Plus, tonight’s my shift.” 


“Just get your ass up, Fenton,” Valerie said, eyes still trained at the hole Nina disappeared 
into. All business when she’s on the job, as usual. “This ain’t over yet.” 


He didn’t need to be told that. Dani helped him rise up, first to a sitting position, before he 
slowly, awkwardly got his feet under him. The paralysis had mostly worn off. Bits of his 
arms and legs would occasionally lock up, but that was more annoying that painful. At least 
now he could stand up straight on his own. 


Just in time, too. The opposite wall was suddenly obliterated by a blast of red. From the dust, 
Nina emerged, furious, and practically surrounded by a storm of red lightning. 


“Don’t get hit by those red lightning,” Danny warned. Just remembering it triggered phantom 
pains along his body. 


“No, duh.” Valerie rolled her eyes. 
Danny narrowed his eyes at her. “I mean it.” 
“Are you sure you can still fight?” Dani asked, brows furrowed in concern. It’s really sweet. 


“Pm still alive, aren’t I?” Danny put on a confident smile for Dani. Worrying about him in a 
fight wouldn’t do her any good. She still looked wary, doubtful, but nevertheless shifted her 
attention from him to Nina. He did the same. 


Standing in the middle of the street, Nina roared, the storm of crimson around her sending out 
a shockwave that cracked the concrete. It was a challenge - one they had no choice but to 
accept. Dani clenched her palms into fists, ecto-flames bursting to life from them, and shifted 
into her battle stance. A trio of cubic cannons detached from Valerie’s suit to float behind her, 
while the rest of her arsenal hummed as they charged up to full power, and all of them trained 
upon the vampire. Danny transformed into his ghost form - a feat easier than he thought - and 
held his glowing fists at the ready. 


Hell yeah. Now this is a team. 

“Team Phantom, let’s kick ass!” 

“Still don’t like the name.” 

“Let’s hope we can hold out until the cavalry arrives.” 
Danny blinked, turning to look at Dani. 


“The cavalry?” 


Chapter End Notes 


And then Winnie bursts through the door, shrieking, “Cheers, love! Cavalry’s here!” 


So! I feel like a lot of chapters I write tend to get away from me, this one included. The 
scene at the beginning with Danny and his buddies went on longer than I thought, the 
confrontation with the Conclave also went on longer than I thought, and suddenly I’m 
2k words in and I haven’t even gotten to the fight yet. And wow, did that fight stretched 
on. Can you believe this was supposed to be a short chapter? 


Anyway, with this chapter, that means it’s officially been a little over a year since I 
started writing again. Which is honestly pretty crazy to think about. Back when I wrote 
The Initiative, it was really just me getting really fucking hyped for Infinity War. And 
now, standing in a post-Endgame world, this fic has spiraled into 200k+ words of really 
self indulgent crossover bonanza. It’s fucking nuts. I’m not sure what else to say. It’s just 
been super surreal. 


I dunno, man. I’m just gonna go see Endgame ten more times. 


Hope y’all have a good one today! 


How Far We'll Go 


Chapter Summary 


"Whatever it takes." 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I only own the story and my OCs. 


The flight to Amity Park had Wybie scared shitless, way more than he’d ever been in his life, 
and that’s saying something. 


He couldn’t even begin to guess why on earth Coraline, or Norman, or Dipper, or literally 
anyone else in the team thought this would be good idea. The Crimson Conclave handed their 
asses to them only two days ago, and they barely broke a sweat. His literal and figurative ass 
was still raw from the very literal beating it had taken, and banging their heads against a 
figurative wall so soon after would only lead to their asses getting beaten raw again, or 
worse. He really, really should’ve taken Dipper’s offer to step away from all this. 


Except, he wouldn’t, actually. He knew his friends would die for him, and he’d die for them 
back. After all, Grandma always taught him returning favors was a good thing, and Grandma 
didn’t raise no fool. 


Well, no, actually, what he’s doing right now was something only a fool would do, wouldn’t 
it? 


Wybie turned his attention to Coraline, seated beside him, numbly fiddling with the grip of 
her baton. Seeing her always brightened his day, no matter how shitty it had been. 


“Do you think Danny can take them on?” Wybie asked, because, honestly, she looked she 
needed the distraction. 


Coraline blinked. It took half a beat for her to process the question. “All four of them?” she 
wondered, then paused, her fiddling fingers still fiddling. “Maybe?” Coraline shrugged, 
leaning back on her seat. “But, that’s why we’re going there, right? To make sure that he can. 
That we can.” 


Wybie leaned back like she did, feeling just a little bit fainter. His single ray of hope was that 
Danny could somehow wipe the floor with the Conclave, and now he couldn’t count on even 
that. At least, with Danny plus his friends joining in, they totaled in at fourteen kids. Maybe 
numbers would work in their favor this time. 


“Besides, this is our mess to clean up,” Coraline huffed. Wybie grimaced. He agreed; this was 
absolutely on them, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. 


“Speaking of,” Lili spoke up, seated across from Wybie. Her outburst at the command center 
still fresh on his mind, Wybie made sure to pay attention. “I’d like to remind everyone of our 
little secret, and how it should stay that way.” 


The daggers she glared at everyone sent the point that she meant clear as day. Faces around 
the cabin either wilted, fell, or at least looked away. The mood took a nosedive, which Wybie 
didn’t think was possible anymore. The only exception was Neil, who looked around 
nervously at everyone else’s reaction, before meeting Lili’s glare with an awkward smile. 


“N-not from Danny and his gang, right?” he asked. Wybie almost wanted to look away. 
Neil’s optimism could get hard to watch sometimes. 


Lili said nothing. She just looked at him like he’s an idiot. 
Neil blubbered for words for a moment, but quickly found it. “But- but they’re our friends!” 
“No,” Lili said, curt and cold. “We’re on the same side, but we are not friends.” 


“Not with that attitude!” Neil countered. Instead of a glare or a grim stare, Lili’s lips curled 
into a smile, but without a hint of joy in them. It was far more unnerving than a glare could 
ever be. 


“Fine,” she said, catching Neil off guard. “If you want to tell them we are personally 
responsible for releasing the biggest threat to the planet right now, go ahead. See if they still 
want to be our friend then.” 


Neil’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened, then closed again. His eyes fell to the 
carpeted floor of the cabin. Wybie wasn’t enough of a people person to tell what filled those 
eyes, but there was something there. 


“Neil, things are complicated,” Coraline said, her words heavy leaving her lips. “Lili’s right; 
we don’t know Danny or his gang, personally. We have no idea how they’II react. It’s really 
for the best we don’t make this harder than it already is, and just leave them in the dark. For 
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now. 


“For ever.” Lili crossed her arms and threw her gaze out the jet’s window. “That secret dies 
with us.” 


Coraline shook her head, letting out a long breath as she stood from her seat and left for the 
cockpit. Neil nearly spoke up when she passed by him, making it to half of a word before he 
was cut off when Norman placed a hand on his shoulder. The two looked at each other, a 
wordless conversation happening between them, one that ended with Neil slumping back in 
his seat with a frown. Wybie looked at where Coraline had left, briefly considering if it would 
be okay to follow her, but that brief thought quickly turned not-so-brief, until he felt it’d be 
too weird to join her now, so he decided to stay put. 


Silence returned to the cabin, and it wasn’t pleasant. It was suffocating; the kind where there 
were too many things that needed to be said, but nobody wanted to be the one to say it. He 
tried at least meeting eyes with the others, but everyone seemed to be doing their hardest to 
keep to themselves. Maybe he should’ve joined Coraline at the cockpit after all. 


He was tracing patterns on the carpet with his eyes when padded footsteps caused him to look 
up. Coraline stood in the middle of the aisle, wearing an expression of grim determination. 


“Five minutes until touchdown,” she said. “Final prep, guys. Hop to it.” 


Wybie didn’t immediately hop to it the first two times he tried - his legs locked up and just 
won’t move - so he was among the last to reach the back of the jet, the cargo hold where they 
carry their equipment. He scurried to his bike and set to work undoing the chains that secured 
it to the floor. Once that’s done, he rechecked if everything was as it should be - if the tires 
had the right amount of pressure, if the gears could switch over smoothly, and especially if 
the brakes were tight and responsive enough. The latest test run he did on the bike had a short 
but noticeable lag between pulling the brakes and it actually responding that Wybie wasn’t 
comfortable with. Now that it was time for his baby’s big debut, he wanted everything to be 
as close to perfect as possible. 


As he worked, the others bustled around the cargo hold behind him. He half-paid attention to 
them, in case something important happened or they needed his help with anything. Seemed 
like they didn’t from the sound of it, or lack thereof. The most he heard were harsh whispers 
thrown back and forth between Dipper and Mabel, and Wybie wanted nothing to do with that. 
He nearly tuned everyone out when he caught Raz’s voice to his left. He sounded... shaken. 


“What is this?” 


After tightening a few screws, Wybie chanced a peek over his shoulder. Lili had Raz cornered 
a bit away from the others. In her open hand was a pair of small, glass tube containers, filled 
with some sort of thick, faintly glowing purple substance. She offered them up forcefully to 
Raz. 


“Liquid psitanium,” Lili answered. “We inject ourselves with it. Should increase our powers 
in a pinch.” 


Raz eyed the containers, his eyes wide with alarm. “Is this safe?” 
“No,” Lili replied, curt and grim. 
“Ts this even legal?” 


“It’s necessary.” Lili practically shoved her arm against Raz’s chest. Wybie could’ve sworn 
Raz flinched. 


A long moment passed, but Raz eventually brought his hand up and gingerly picked out one 
of the containers. Lili wrapped her fingers tight around the remaining container and tucked it 
inside her pocket. Her eyes locked with his; Wybie could only imagine how scary it must be 
for Raz to see those eyes up close. He’s already scared seeing them from a distance. 


“Whatever it takes, Raz.” 


Lili spun on her heels and walked away, leaving Raz to stare speechless at the container in his 
hand. 


Wybie turned his attention back to his bike with a silent grimace. 


He was halfway through a triple check when his ears popped, and the floor started to tilt. The 
jet was beginning its descent. Time’s up. 


Well, his hands were getting too shaky to hold a wrench anyway. 


Wybie wheeled his bike into position before the ramp that would lower itself once the jet had 
properly landed. The others quickly fell in line beside him. Coraline stretched her arms and 
legs, the baton in her hand ready to be activated at a moment’s notice. Raz did little bunny 
hops in place, and if you look at his face, you could never tell how shaken he was only a 
minute earlier. Lili wore the same mask of grim determination that she’d been wearing all 
day. Norman looked the most serious that Wybie had ever seen him being, and beside him 
Neil tried his best to mimic his buddy. Mabel fiddled with her grappling hook, but that 
seemed to be just her excuse to ignore Dipper, who’d been practically shoving a sleeveless, 
sea green vest in her face. 


Whatever was going on between them, it’s making everyone uncomfortable. 


“We are going to face the Conclave again; we need every advantage we can get.” Dipper, 
again, shoved the garment against her. 


“Leave me alone,” she mumbled, not looking up from her grappling hook. 
Dipper sighed, his tone became pleading. “Mabel, please, just wear this. For your own sake.” 


Mabel’s fingers froze. A beat passed, then in one swift motion, she snatched the vest from 
Dipper’s hand and slipped it on over her sweater, never meeting his eyes. A low sigh escaped 
Dipper’s lips. He stepped back, rubbed his arm, and looked away with guilt. 


“T still care about you, you know,” he whispered. 
Mabel didn’t say anything back. 


Coraline coughed, and Wybie was glad for the interruption. “Most recent report said a fight 
broke out uptown, at a place called Blackthorne Estate. That’s where we’re landing.” 


Wybie felt the jet leveling out, quickly followed by a brief tremor as it finally touched down. 
A mechanical whirr filled the silence as the ramp began to lower itself. Raz was the first out, 
leaping out of the jet while the ramp was only halfway down. The others waited until the 
ramp finished, but they were still just as eager. Wybie wheeled his bike down the ramp in step 
with them, faster than his thoughts could catch up. 


The scene he entered was, honestly, not as bad as he thought it would be. Which was a relief. 
The first thing he saw was a grand, busted up metal gate, opening up to a pockmarked 


pathway and a swanky garden, leading to a dark and imposing mansion. If this was the 
Blackthorne Estate, it certainly fit the name. More mansions lined the rest of the street - those 
had a more modern style - and there were people coming out of them. They stared in wonder 
and confusion at the jet that had landed on their street, and the kids that walked out of it. 
Wybie chose to ignore them. 


Instead, he and the rest of the Mystery Kids turned their attention to the more troubling sight 
coming from the high-rises of downtown Amity Park. Pillars of grey smoke rose to the black 
sky. Spots of orange-red lit up the dark. The wails of sirens disturbed the peace of the night. 
It’s chaos, and disturbingly similar to what they saw when they first came to Amity Park. 


“Looks like apocalypse rode in to town.” Raz laughed at his own stupid joke. No one else 
joined him. 


Coraline stared at the chaos in the distance, her thumb hovering over the button on her baton 
without her realizing. “What’s happening over there?” 


Wybie was way ahead of her. He’s been keeping an eye on news sites on his phone. He even 
managed to find clips of a battle happening closer to downtown. “Danny and a couple of his 
friends are fighting one of them. I think it’s, what’s her name, Nina?” He opened a new 
article and skimmed through it. “No idea where the other three is.” 


“T can take a wild guess.” 


Wybie turned his head and saw Dipper standing close to the broken gate, staring at the 
mansion. Wybie followed his gaze, and only now noticed that the mansion’s door was ajar. 


“There must be something they want in there.” Dipper craned his head around and gave 
Coraline a meaningful look. 


Coraline twisted her lips and stared him down. “Dipper. No.” 


“Dude, Danny needs our help!” Raz exclaimed, his arms raised incredulously, looking 
outraged Dipper would even imply such a thing. 


“What if that’s just a distraction? The Conclave has some kind of goal, and they’re too smart 
to have that goal be senseless destruction. What if we go to help Danny, but the Conclave still 
wins the night,” Dipper stomped closer to Coraline, then pointed a finger to the mansion, 
“because their goal is in there?” 


Coraline’s gaze flickered to the mansion, then to downtown Amity Park. Clicking her tongue, 
her gaze returned to Dipper. Wybie nearly piped up with his two cents, but Coraline already 
sighed. “Don’t pull anything fancy. If things go south, you run like hell. In the opposite 
direction.” 


Dipper nodded, his lips thinning into a determined line. Wybie grimaced, but he tried his best 
to hide it. After what happened in the command center, he doubted Dipper won’t ‘pull 
anything fancy’. 


Lili scoffed and crossed her arms. “Splitting up already. Terrific,” she mumbled. 


If Dipper heard it, then he chose to ignore it. He pulled out a pair of black gloves from a side 
pocket on his backpack. “Anyone else with me?” he asked as he slipped the gloves on, 
casting a look at the others. Wybie said nothing, because if he had to choose between fighting 
one vampire with Danny Phantom and three vampires on his own, his choice was a no- 
brainer. 


“T’m with you,” Norman replied almost immediately, stepping forward. His eyes met 
Dipper’s, a brief smile flashing across their faces. 


“And PII stick with Norman,” Neil said, stepping in line with his friend. Dipper smiled at 
him too, not as wide as the one he gave Norman. 


His smile then disappeared completely. Quietly, he turned to face his own twin sister. Mabel 
didn’t do the same. But, while she might not see it, she clearly still felt Dipper’s on her. It 
was inevitable that she’d eventually look. 


Her eyes barely met his. A beat passed, then she sighed and muttered, “Fine. P1 go with 
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you. 


Dipper smiled again, with relief this time. Mabel paid no attention to the change. She walked 
past Dipper without a word, walking towards the estate’s gate. Dipper’s look soured slightly, 
but he trailed behind her without complaint. Norman and Neil followed suit. It seemed the 
‘teams’ have been decided. 


Raz watched the other half of their group go with a pensive frown. “Let’s hope Danny is 
happy with half a package.” 


Wybie twisted his lips as he thought back to the clips. What little he saw in them was brutal. 
“I mean, I’m pretty sure Danny’s happy with any package at this point.” 


“Norman?” Coraline called out. Her face was a confusing mix of emotions that Wybie 
couldn’t quite read. Norman looked over his shoulder, and with one look of Coraline’s 
expression, seemed to understand what she was about to say. 


“PII keep an eye on Dipper,” he said, with a small but reassuring smile. “And if I meet the 
Conclave,” his face hardened, a small spark of yellow surging forth from his fingers, “I won’t 
hesitate.” 


Coraline grinned - her first one today. “Good luck.” 
“You too.” 


With that, Norman’s group passed the gate, and Wybie tore his attention away from them and 
towards the chaos in the distance. He mounted his bike, pressed the ignition key and twisted 
the throttle, the engine coming to life with a satisfying purr. Coraline mounted the bike 
behind him, the grin already replaced with a determined scowl. Raz and Lili conjured 


levitation balls beneath their feet and sped off ahead. Coraline activated her baton, its tip 
pulsing with energy. 


Wybie gulped, and rode off into the night. 


Valerie had her guard up, right from the start. This thing - this vampire - managed to beat 
Danny within an inch of his life. That’s a hell of a feat; she, of all people, would know. She’d 
chalked the good few hits she managed to land down to surprise. Now that that’s gone, with 
them charging towards each other, she readied herself for the real fight to begin. 


Still didn’t prepare her when Nina demolished the flower shop they emerged from in one 
strike. 


Danny’s warning rang in her head. Absolutely don’t get hit by the red lightning. 


It all went to hell after that. Burst after burst of red lightning immediately set them on the 
defensive. They barely dodged and weaved through the onslaught, taking potshots at Nina 
whenever they could. Those did some damage, but seemed to be shrugging them off 
completely unfazed, even when she really shouldn’t be. Danny yelled for them to scatter. 
Valerie had no idea why he told them to do that, but he and Dani shoots in different directions 
before she could object. Did he think the extra distance would make them harder to target? 
The pasty bitch was so fast, she could clear the extra distance in no time at all. The one 
advantage she thought they had was flight, but even that ended not mattering because that 
damn vampire could clear half a skyscraper in one leap. 


The fight moved further and further downtown. The battleground changed; from concrete 
streets and tight back alleys to a jungle of glass and steel a hundred feet above the ground. At 
some point, she lost track of where both Phantoms were. She assumed they would never stray 
off too far, unless Danny had concocted some plan that she didn’t know about. Never lost 
track of Nina, though. She’s a whirlwind of red lightning and banshee shrieks. Valerie always 
knew where to go. And now, where to go was three blocks north of here. 


She turned her hoverboard and sped off in the right direction, gritting her teeth in frustration. 
When she first got the news from Sam that she’d get to hunt a vampire, she was ecstatic. She 
always figured she’d run into one sooner or later, especially after the Disasteroid. That was 
before she realized she got the type of vampire that was a huge pain in the ass to put down. 
Why couldn’t she get the hot ones that sparkle? At least they’d be easier to kill. 


A horrible, inhuman shriek pierced the night, followed by a blinding streak of red that split 
the sky. Valerie doubled the power flowing into her hoverboard. 


“One of you Phantoms better be giving her hell,” she growled as she rounded the corner. The 
alternative wasn’t something she wanted to think about. 


She cleared the corner, and immediately swerved to the side. Danny flew past in a heartbeat, 
barely missing her by inches, disappearing into the distance. His scream and expression of 


pain tipped her off that this wasn’t entirely voluntary. Valerie had just righted herself when 
she spotted an obsidian blur rushing towards her. 


Honed reflexes kicked in, a blue energy shield materializing before her. But, a gnarled claw 
cut through the shield like hot knife through butter, and slammed against her chest. Her 
hoverboard slipped out from under her, and everything that came next was a blur. She’s 
almost certain she got tossed into a building, through a pane of glass and more than a few dry 
walls. By the time she gathered her bearings, she found herself lying face down on carpeted 
floors, staring at a ruined office cubicle. 


She clutched her chest, at the spot where she’d been struck, trying to get her gasping breath 
under control. Her armor took the brunt of it, but it’s still going to leave a bruise. Her 
helmet’s display flickered red - the torso area had sustained 42 percent damage, with a 
notification that the power distribution might malfunction. She pushed the message away and 
ordered the subroutine to continue as normal. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself to her 
feet. She’d worry about bruises once the night had passed. 


A crash and the sound of breaking glass caught her attention. She stepped out of a hole on 
one of the cubicle walls (that she probably made) and into a fairly nondescript office hallway. 
At the other end, standing amidst a shower of broken glass, was the grinning, obsidian-clad 
nightmare that had been plaguing her life for the past twenty minutes. 


Nina roared, an explosion of crimson shattering the row of windows behind her and setting 
the floor around her ablaze. She leapt, leaving a trail of crackling crimson, closing the 
distance between the two with only a few bounds. Rearing a hand back, fist curled into a 
claw, the lightning around it almost doubled. Valerie stood her ground and glared. Quietly, 
moving a hand behind her back, she prepared a pair of energy handcuffs for deployment. 


Nina swung, Valerie ducked under it. The crack of thunder left her right ear ringing. The 
whole building shook, but that might just be her knees threatening to collapse. Without 
looking, she could fee/ everything behind her being torn asunder. Ignoring her base instincts 
screaming at her to get the fuck away, she clamped one half of the handcuff around Nina’s 
left ankle. Kicking off of the floor, she clamped the other half around Nina’s still-crackling 
right wrist. She pulled away quickly; aided by small thrusters at her sides and elbows, as the 
leftover lightning was already starting to fry her armguards. Each half of the handcuffs 
retracted into one another, and with an undignified squawk, Nina crumpled onto the floor. 
She snarled like a mad dog, thrashing wildly for a moment, before fixing Valerie with a glare. 
Valerie stepped back and activated the shock function, just in case. 


Even while being pumped full with five thousand volts per second, Nina kept her glare 
locked on Valerie. “Trickster cu-!” 


One cubic cannon detached from Valerie’s suit and flew into Nina’s open mouth. Another 
squawk left her throat. Valerie let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding, that turned 
into a small chuckle. 


“None of that in my city, Bella,” she smirked. She couldn’t help herself. 


Gloating time’s over, time to get the fuck out. She took off sprinting towards the shattered 
windows. Nina snarled the best she could around the cubic cannon in her mouth. It sounded 
kind of pathetic, almost like she’s got her beat, but Valerie knew better. As she stepped into 
the field of broken glass, a new notification appeared on her display. 


Detonate cubic cannon? 
Valerie spun as she jumped out the window, flashing the vampire both middle fingers. 
Confirm. 


The explosion of ectoplasmic energy almost seemed to rush after her as she fell. It flared out 
of the open windows, creating a kaleidoscope of violet and magenta in a way that Valerie 
couldn’t help but admire. It’s beautiful, in its own way. But, she’s still falling to her death, so 
she summoned a new hoverboard beneath her feet, and flew up for a better look. The smoke 
pouring out the windows obscured much from view, but thermal readings seemed to suggest 
that fire had consumed almost the entire floor. It had always surprised her how much of a 
punch those little things pack. There should be nothing left inside after a blast like that. Relief 
washed over her, but with a tinge of guilt seeping in as well. Hope this building has good 
insurance. 


One down, three to go. With a satisfied smile, Valerie swiveled her hoverboard in the 
direction of uptown and prepared to blast off. The night was far from over. 


Rapid beeping on the edges of her display gave her pause. She whipped back to the burning 
building. It detected an energy signature moving inside. 


A blur cloaked in black emerged from the smoke, her lips grinning and her eyes murderous. 
Valerie quickly angled her hoverboard, putting it between her and Nina as a makeshift shield. 
The impact alone nearly toppled her off of her hoverboard again, and she cursed when Nina’s 
fist pierced through the hoverboard. A hint of crackling red around Nina’s fingers was all the 
warning Valerie got before a surge of lightning exploded from it. Her world turned dark. 


She had no idea how long she was out. When she first came to, she spent a moment blearily 
trying to wave off some kind of rapid beeping that woke her. It took her another moment to 
realize, with a start, that the rapid beeping was her suit warning that she was rapidly 
plummeting to the ground. Emergency thrusters at her elbows and knees came to life. She put 
in as much juice into it as she could, but the forty or so feet between her and the cold, hard 
concrete wasn’t enough. The landing was rough; arms and knees touched down first in an 
awkward position so that sent her rolling, the suit taking a few more percentage of damage to 
everything, until she skidded to a halt with a newfound hate for cement. But, as she lay 
sprawled on the street, she spent a moment thinking things could be worse. It took her 
another moment to remember there was a vampire that needed killing, and she immediately 
jolted to her feet. 


She spun, wrists cannons raised, until she spotted Nina further down the street. She paused 
and cocked her head, wrists lowered slightly, at what she saw. 


Nina wasn’t glaring back. Hell, her attention wasn’t even on Valerie. Her attention was on a 
church, large and lavish and fitting in surprisingly well with the skyscrapers surrounding it. 
She stood there, gawking, her expression a blank, completely silent and still; a stark contrast 
to everything Valerie had seen of her tonight. Suddenly, her visage contorted, the blanks 
filling up with the hate and rage that Valerie had been painfully familiarizing herself with. 
But, she sank even deeper, the hatred and anger darker than anything Valerie had seen before. 
It was personal. Painful. Everything rose and rose inside, until Nina unleashed a long and 
haunting roar, a storm of dark crimson bursting forth into a literal spiral of death. 


She swung her fist. A surge of crackling red tore the gleaming church apart. 


Valerie snapped back, wrist cannons pointed firmly at the vampire once more. Almost forgot; 
no matter what tragic something-or-other happened in her past, she’s still a murderous, 
bloodthirsty monster. 


Valerie nearly unloaded a salvo of beams when her display beeped, notifying her that it 
detected active ectoplasmic energy nearby. It drew her attention to the ruined church, and 
amongst its burning wreckage, she spotted a familiar face. Dani was hiding among what was 
left of the rafters. So far, it seemed Nina had not noticed her. Their eyes met; Dani shook her 
head. She had something planned and she needed a distraction. One that didn’t involve 
blaster fire. 


She grimaced, but her faith in Dani was strong. Her wrist cannons retracted into her suit. Her 
visor dropped, and the rest of her helmet collapsed into the base of her neck. Taking a deep 
breath, she took a tentative step forward. 


“Not a fan of ol’ JC?” Valerie called out. Nina whipped around with a snarl, and only now 
Valerie realized that her left eyelid had been burned off, most likely from the cubic bomb. 
Bits of lightning snapped near Valerie’s feet, and she had to push down the urge to 
immediately blast the vampire into bits. Upon seeing Valerie with no weapons drawn, Nina 
came down to something approaching calm, much to Valerie’s surprise and relief. 


“No.” Nina turned away, shooting a glare up, at a cross that had somehow survived the blast 
on the roof, though not by much. A breeze could knock it over, and not even a stiff one. 
“They chain. They leash. They cage.” 


Nina’s eyes - one of them, at least - screwed shut. She clutched her head in her hands, 
snarling and hissing like she’s in pain. “No more. No more.” Lightning around her arms 
crackled back to life. Her eyes shot open, the hatred in them reignited. “No more!” 


A bolt of lightning snaked across the air and obliterated the cross into a cloud of dust. Dani, 
who had been creeping closer and closer, scurried back deeper into the rafters in a panic, 
while Valerie cringed, preparing for the worst. Thankfully, it seemed the bolt really was 
simply an outburst of anger. She didn’t seem to have noticed Dani at all. Still, Valerie had to 
draw her attention again, and fast. 


“To be fair to them, you are one ugly motherfucker,” she taunted, putting on a familiar sneer. 


Nina froze. She whipped her head around, wearing a burning glare and, just when Valerie 
thought she was going to pounce, broke out into a grin. “Always has. Always will.” 


The rest of her body followed her head. She took a step towards Valerie and away from the 
church, then another, and another. Dani remade her progress, moving faster this time. 


“You. Hunter.” Nina cocked her head. “Stopped shooting?” 
“Seems like the time for it.” Valerie shrugged. “Why, you wanna go again?” 
Nina licked her lips and bared her fangs. “Can you?” 


“Pm still alive, aren’t I?” Behind her smug smirk, she thought back to the dozen and a half 
notifications of damages that her suit had sustained. She could fight, sure, just not well. But 
there’s no need to let Nina know that. 


Speaking of. Nina dropped to all fours, her grin growing wider, ready for the fight to begin 
again. Valerie adopted a battle stance. At the same time, Dani finally, finally, emerged from 
the rafters. 


Valerie couldn’t hold back from sneaking a brief look up. In the air, Dani curled into a ball 
and started spinning in place, a barrier of ectoplasmic energy building up around her. 
Valerie’s eyes returned to Nina, and found the vampire frowning. Valerie’s face fell. Did she 
follow her eyes? 


Dani dived. Nina spun, and met Dani’s spin dive with a backhand of crackling red lightning. 
The barrier around Dani cracked open like an egg, and before she or Valerie could react, Nina 
reached in and clamped a hand around her neck. Her lips curled into a wicked grin, holding 
the young girl up by the neck like a prize she’d won. Dani stared back wide-eyed, completely 
caught off guard by the reversal. Nina’s grin slowly shifted into a glare. 


“Coward.” 


A spark of red was all the warning that Dani and Valerie got. A surge of dark crimson 
lightning consumed Dani in an instant. She screamed and screamed and screamed, and 
Valerie could only stare, frozen in horror. After what felt like an eternity, the onslaught 
stopped. Dani’s form fell limp in Nina’s grip, her eyes fluttering shut, a pair of light rings 
returning her to a fragile human girl. 


Valerie’s horror quickly changed into rage. Her helmet emerged to wrap around her head. 
Blasters emerged from her wrists, the back of her hands, her shoulders, the side of her hips, 
her knees; all of them trained upon the vampire. 


“Drop the girl, Bella! Final warning!” she barked at the top of her lungs. 


Nina met her threat with a mocking grin. With slow, deliberate motions, she held Dani’s 
unconscious form between her and Valerie. She’s using her as a human shield. Valerie gritted 
her teeth. Of course she’d pull that move. 


Silently, one cubic cannon detached from her suit, slid down her back, kept itself low to the 
ground, and zipped inside the nearest alley. 


“Hunter,” Nina called. She shook Dani’s body slightly. “She worth more than me?” 


Valerie bit back an honest, gut reply. She had to be smart here, and play Nina right, or she 
might do something drastic and hurt Dani even more. “Not by a lot,” she lied, the words 
tasting like bile as they left her lips. 


On the bottom left corner of her display, she’d opened a map of the block they were standing 
in. It showed a small alley just to her left that connected to an exit a few dozen feet behind 
Nina. Her cubic cannon was already halfway down that alley. 


For a moment, Nina looked genuinely taken aback. An amused grin returned to her lips. “You 
shoot her to shoot me?” 


“If I have to,” Valerie lied, again. She’s getting good at this. 


Her cubic cannon emerged from the alley and started making its way down the street towards 
Nina. It hugged the ground, the debris scattered everywhere making it easier to stay hidden. 


Nina leaned forward, her one eye that still had an eyelid narrowing. She looked almost 
intrigued by the answers Valerie was giving, completely unaware of the cubic cannon 
creeping closer behind her. 


“Whatever it takes?” 


Valerie’s weapons hummed and glowed as they charged to full power. At the same time, her 
cubic cannon was finally in place. She would’ve grinned if she wasn’t fucking pissed off. 


“Whatever it takes.” 


The cubic cannon jumped and struck the base of Nina’s neck. A short burst of five thousand 
volts wouldn’t be enough to actually do damage to her, but it was enough to make her screech 
in pain, and to release her iron grip on Dani’s neck. Dani fell harmlessly to the ground, and 
Valerie instantly unloaded everything she’s got. The paralyzed Nina had nowhere to run. 


The onslaught of energy beams consumed Nina in its brilliant light. Her screams of pain 
could barely be heard over the roar of the blaster cannons. The air itself almost seemed to 
distort around her. The beam stretched to the end of the block, punching a hole through a 
high rise that stood at the end of it. Valerie didn’t care that this was overkill. Valerie didn’t 
care that this rapidly drained the remaining power of her suit. Valerie didn’t care that she’s 
causing even more collateral damage to the city’s infrastructure. This thing needed to die, 
now. 


She had to cease the onslaught, eventually, once the power warning on her display got too 
loud and too red to ignore. Usually, she would’ve taken a moment to admire her handiwork, 
but right now she had something much more important in mind. She rushed to Dani’s 
unconscious form. Kneeling next to her, Valerie sighed in relief once her display notified her 


that Dani’s vitals were mostly stable. That’s a few more bruises for the girl, but Valerie 
didn’t have time to be gentle, and it was still better than getting caught in the crossfire. After 
all, the night was far from over. 


In the distance, Valerie heard the now-familiar chitter of lightning, followed by another 
familiar sound of steel bending and breaking. Her stomach barely had time to drop before she 
was tackled off of her feet, and dragged across yards and yards of concrete. The dust settled, 
and through her cracked visor, Valerie saw her attacker. 


“Playtime. Over.” 


It was Nina, obviously, wearing a glare that could kill the fainthearted, pinning her arms to 
the ground. Her right cheek had suffered the same fate as her eyelid, giving Valerie a clear 
view of a row of red-stained teeth all the way to the back, and even some exposed bits of 
bone and burnt flesh. She bared her fangs and dove in before Valerie could react, going for 
her neck. Her fangs pierced the armor, barely grazing the skin under it. She pulled back, 
tearing off the armor with a spark, leaving Valerie’s neck exposed. She spat out the metal to 
the side, reared back, and flashed Valerie a sadistic grin. Valerie knew what would come next. 
Was this her train wreck of a life coming to an end? 


Suddenly, Nina disappeared from her field of view. A blast knocked the vampire off of and 
away from her. She didn’t know what kind of blast it was, only that it was pulsing, colored 
orange, and just saved her life. 


A face popped into view. It was a face she was familiar with. She’d seen that face once 
before, when she was officially inducted into the Mystery Kids. 


“Valerie, right?” Raz held his hand out to her. “Need a hand?” 


For a beat or two, Valerie stared at the hand, like an idiot who almost got herself killed. She 
accepted it, quietly thanking Raz as he helped her to her feet. Looking around, she saw he 
didn’t come alone. A girl with long pigtails flowing behind her - Lili, she remembered - 
rolled up on a ball made of some sort magenta-colored energy that popped into thin air once 
she got closer. She caught herself easily, and barely spared Valerie a glance, keeping her 
severe gaze locked on a certain vampire. Two more arrived after, riding the strangest 
motorcycle Valerie had ever seen. Wybie was one of them, she recognized, after a moment. 
Coraline, on the other hand, she recognized instantly. The hair really stood out. 


Despite her gratefulness, a tinge of bitterness bubbled to surface. She aimed a small frown at 
Coraline as she hopped off of the bike. “About time you showed up.” 


Coraline’s eyes met hers. “Sorry our jet wasn’t fast enough. We’ll teleport next time,” she 
replied evenly, and Valerie chuckled at the joke. That was a joke, right? 


A sudden banshee shriek from the distance caught everyone’s attention. They all turned to the 
source, and saw Nina rising to her feet, visibly shaking with anger. Her eyes swept over the 
group - the eye with the missing eyelid growing redder by the second - paying more attention 
to the newcomers than to Valerie. She seemed to have noticed something, and it got her even 
angrier. “You again?!” 


Raz and Lili dropped into combat stances, hands pulsing with energy. Coraline held some 
kind of metal stick at the ready, its tip pulsing with a similar energy. Wybie blanched, like he 
wanted to be anywhere but here, but he still revved his bike. Valerie followed everyone 
else’s lead, even if she did so with a tired sigh. Nina fell back to all fours, ready to pounce, 
only to get blindsided from above by a ghost ray to the face. 


Danny descended from the sky and delivered a punch that drove Nina to the ground. Before 
she recovered, a second Danny phased through a side building, kicking the back of Nina’s 
head. A third Danny emerged from the ground and kneed Nina hard in the gut. A fourth 
Danny landed among the group - probably the real one - wearing a smile that couldn’t be 
more out of place. 


“Hey! Glad you could make it!” he greeted, as if a murderous vampire wasn’t standing less 
than fifty feet away from them. “Weren’t there more of you?” 


Wybie glanced back towards where they came. “They’re, uh, looking into other leads.” 


Danny’s face fell. “Oh. Not gonna lie, would’ve loved for... more.” Danny sneaked a glance 
to his three clones harrying Nina. They seem to be faring quite well. “‘Kay, three questions: 
what the hell are these vampires, where did they come from, and why are they so goddamn 
hard to kill?” 


“We know about as much as you do,” Lili answered, quickly. Too quickly. 
“Well, that answers everything, doesn’t it?” Valerie countered, with a not-so-subtle side-eye. 
Lili met it with a sharp look. “This isn’t the time.” 


“Lili, play nice.” Raz placed a hand on her shoulder. He gestured at Nina with a nod. “The 
bad guy is over there.” 


Lili rolled her eyes, and immediately flinched back when something suddenly popped out of 
the ground in front of her. That something was Dani, back in her ghost form and wearing the 
biggest grin on her face. “Oh my god, you guys are finally here!” It took a second for her to 
notice the look of surprise on Lili’s face, and for her to put everything together. “Uh, sorry. 
Hi, my name’s Dani!” 


“Don’t! Do that!” Lili scolded, which was a fair reaction. “And let’s keep the pleasantries for 
after we make sure this city won’t be razed to the ground,” she continued, which - damn - 
was just cold. 


Dani wilted slightly, but Valerie took more notice to how she winced when she shifted her 
feet. How she’d been clutching her gut. She’s hiding her pain behind a brave face. “Dani-” 


“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Dani was quick to say, so she knew it was coming. She put on a cocky 
smile. “It’s gonna take more than a hit to keep me down.” 


“You got hit?!” Danny shrieked, and Dani groaned. 


“I said, I’m fine!” 


A banshee shriek once again captured their attention. They turned to look, just in time to see 
Danny’s clones disintegrate into nothing. Nina crept closer on all fours, practically 
indistinguishable from a wild animal. The always-open eye and exposed bits of jaw and teeth 
made her look even more monstrous than before. 


“Speaking of hits, looks like you landed some,” Coraline noted. 


Valerie smiled dryly. It was a good time, landing those hits. But the only hit that mattered was 
one that could kill her. And now, Valerie doubted she’d be the one to land it. Her display told 
her that everything was in the red. After that last blast, she’s running on fumes. 


Nina looked at everyone present in the eye. Something close to rational thought glinted 
behind those eyes. “Seven? Against one?” Her lips curled into a too-wide grin. “Now it’s 
fair.” 


Her grin vanished. A glare took its place. 
“Hate playing fair.” 


She reared back, and let out a long whistle into the air. For one moment, nothing happened. 
The next moment, a triangle of light covered in runes came to life beneath her feet. And from 
that runic triangle, a terrible creature emerged - a monster that was once a horse. It was 
imposing, tall and muscular, its skin black as midnight, ashes spewing from its nostrils and 
trailing behind its hooves. Its eyes were dead, and darker than black. 


Valerie recoiled in horror. “What the fuck is that?!” 
“Every girl wants a pony, right?” Danny tried with a dumb smile on his face. 


Valerie shot him a look she saved only for dumbasses. “Yeah, from Shetland! Not from the 
ninth circle of Hell!” 


Already straddling her ‘horse’, Nina wrapped her arms around its thick neck in a big hug. She 
groomed its coarse mane, almost tenderly, almost lovingly, before suddenly plunging her 
nails into its neck. Somehow, the horse was unfazed. Unamused, even. Red lightning surged 
forth from Nina and into her horse. Streaks of crimson molested every inch of its skin, 
sending the beast into a sudden frenzy. Its eyes, once dead and black, came to life in the worst 
possible way, glowing red with rage. 


Everyone was caught off-guard, but Valerie didn’t expect the Mystery Kids to look the most 
shocked out of them all. 


“W-w-what is that?!” Wybie whipped his head frantically, his voice cracking multiple times. 
“She can do that?!” 


“Yeah, she does that a lot.” Danny winced. The memory must still be fresh. 
Dani cocked her head at Wybie. “Wait, that’s news to you?” 


“We’ve never seen anything like this before.” Raz’s voice was barely above a whisper. 


“You have,” Danny said. The Mystery Kids turned to look at him so fast, it nearly gave them 
whiplash. “It’s... she’s kinda like your buddy, Norman.” He shrugged, disappointed. “Who is 
not here.” 


Norman. That name rang a vague bell. Not that she’d know what it meant. It was definitely 
bad, judging from how the Mystery Kids reacted. Raz grimaced, hissing like someone had 
landed a nasty hit right on his gut. Wybie slammed his forehead against the handle of his 
bike. Coraline wore a look that Valerie knew too well - a look of regretting all of her 
decisions. Lili glared daggers at Coraline. 


“We just had to split up, don’t we?” she spat. Coraline flinched. For a moment, she looked 
scared. 


The crack of thunder drew their attention. Nina was done ‘charging’ the horse. Above, dark 
clouds swirled, gathering around the two. They blotted out the sky, the moon, and the few 
stars that were visible. Street lights blinked, flickered, and died. The only light that remained 
was the crackling crimson around Nina and her dark steed. She grinned. 


“What’s the plan here?” Dani asked, uneasy, but standing her ground. 


The fear in Coraline’s eyes disappeared, replaced with determination. She mounted Wybie’s 
bike behind him, and held her glowing stick at the ready. “We fight her until she runs away, 
until she’s dead, or until we all die.” 


Danny grimaced. “Not a great plan,” he said, but he still dropped to a combat stance. 


Valerie summoned a pair of serrated blades mounted on her wrists. Her power took a hit. 
“Like our plans are ever great,” she smiled dryly, a hoverboard forming beneath her feet. Her 
power took a hit again. 


Lili buried her face in her hands, grumbling incoherently. “Stupid, stupid.” With a low growl, 
she uncovered her face, her hands pulsing with energy. “This is stupid.” 


“It’s been an honor fighting with you all.” Raz lowered his goggles to his eyes with a grin. He 
balled his hands into fists, a pair of ethereal, orange fists materializing behind him. 


Wybie whimpered. “Please don’t say that.” 
“Trombe!” Nina roared, raising a lightning-charged fist. “Stampede!” 


Her fist dropped and struck the steed’s rear, sending the beast galloping. Its movement was as 
mad and rabid as its master, head flailing and spraying ash, surrounded by a storm of dark 
crimson that snapped at everything like a horde of angry vipers, leaving nothing but ruin in 
its wake. But the group - the Mystery Kids - did not back down. Ectoplasmic energy burst to 
life on Danny and Dan1’s fists as they took flight. Raz and Lili sprinted as fast their legs 
could carry them. Wybie twisted the throttle hard, the rear wheel of his bike spinning in place 
before he and Coraline sped off. Valerie bared her blades, and put everything she’s got left 
into the boosters. 


The night was far from over. 


Chapter End Notes 


It’s good to be back. 


So, I took a break. Roughly a month-long one, because Ramadhan and finals happened 
pretty much at the same time and there was no way I could go through both while 
continuing to write. At least, not without going crazy. Another reason is because I want 
to prove to myself that I can take a break and then come back to writing and everything 
will be just fine. As you can see, I did it! As you can also see, getting back into it was 
way harder than I thought. Didn’t help that this chapter ended up being pretty damn 
long. Seriously, I started writing this before Endgame came out. That summary makes 
more sense now, yeah? 


It’s such a damn shame too that things stalled for so long at this chapter of all times, 
since this is Valerie’s time to shine. She’s long been a favorite of mine, even back when 
the show was still airing. It’s really sad that the show shafted a lot of people, especially 
Valerie and Dani. This chapter is only the first of (hopefully) many where I can do 
justice for these girls more than the show ever did. Also included, the tiniest bits of 
Nina’s past, which was a fun sequence to do. 


Welp, see ya when I see ya. 


Secrets of the Manor - Part 1 


Chapter Summary 


Dipper leads the incursion into the Blackthorne Estate. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Disclaimer: I own none of the characters featured here. 


Standing in the middle of its courtyard, under the cover of its moonlit shadow, the main 
building of the Blackthorne Estate made for quite an intimidating sight, even without 
Dipper’s knowledge that at least three of the Crimson Conclave roamed somewhere in there. 
Having Norman with him eased his nerves somewhat, but he couldn’t help but be doubtful. 
After all, Norman was there in the tomb when the Conclave was released, and look how that 
turned out. Whatever. He didn’t give a damn how scared he was, how scared he should be; 
walking away was never an option. 


Two hundred and sixty one lives, gone. Whatever happens in there, it was his price to pay. 


“Come on. We can’t waste time here.” Dipper took hurried steps, closing the distance 
between him and the stairs leading up to the grand front door. A few seconds passed before 
he heard footsteps behind him, scurrying after him. He couldn’t bring himself to worry, or 
care. He’ll do this alone if he had to. And nothing could stop him. 


“Wait.” 


Dipper stopped, halfway up the stairs. He looked over his shoulder and saw Norman at the 
base of the stairs, flanked on either side by Neil and Mabel. The severity in his eyes was 
something Dipper had never seen before on Norman’s face. It felt unnatural, uncomfortable. 
Dipper briefly mused whether his eyes did it on their own, or whether his witch blood had 
something to do with it. 


“Before we go in, I want to make sure,” Norman began. “You are planning to stick to what 
Coraline said, right? Not do anything stupid?” 


Dipper nearly buckled under the pressure of those eyes, but he steeled his nerves and held on. 
“Of course. Of course I am,” he lied. A flash of pain flared in his chest, but he couldn’t make 

out if it’s the guilt or the caffeine getting to him. He chose to believe it was the caffeine. After 
all, what’s one white lie in the middle of all of this? 


Norman didn’t seem entirely convinced, but still somewhat satisfied by the answer. However, 
to Norman’s left, Mabel’s eyes narrowed, almost weighed down by the suspicion in them. 


Dipper quickly spun around to face the double doors of the mansion. She knew something 
was up — he was certain of it. You don’t spend nearly thirteen years living so close to one 
another and not develop a sense for the other’s tells, especially for when the other was lying. 
Fortunately, that meant he also had learned all of her tells, especially for when she was 
scrutinizing him. He had to be careful around her. 


Dipper walked closer to the grand double doors of the manor and peered inside. Darkness 
greeted him, and not much else. Barely anything was visible, only faint outlines and shapes in 
the shadows. The most useful info he could glean was that the room was massive. He brought 
his gloved hand up and whispered the chant he knew by heart. 


“Tgnos zukos surturos.” 


The glowing runes on his gloves had the equivalent lighting power of night lights for a room 
as massive as the one before him, but the ten steps ahead he could clearly see was better than 
nothing. Norman, Neil, and Mabel caught up to him, crowding behind him, peeking inside as 
well. Careful as could be, Dipper took the first step inside, practically on his tiptoes. The 
interior was exactly what you’d expect from what you saw on the exterior. The gothic 
sensibilities extended inside, judging from what little he managed to see of the furnsihings 
and decorations. An intricate crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, glinting faintly from 
the dim light of the gloves. A grand double staircase stood at the end of the room and making 
quite an imposing figure in the near-darkness. A fuzzy, dark purple carpet made for a path 
from the entrance to the staircase, and- 


Dipper stopped mid-step. 


Lying near the base of the stairs was three unmoving bodies, their form reduced to gruesome 
husks of their former selves, a look of horror forever carved into their visage. 


Mabel gasped softly behind him. A strangled groan escaped Neil just to his left. Dipper took 
a step back from pure instinct. His hands fell to his sides, knuckles clecnched until it turned 
white underneath the gloves. 


Two hundred and sixty four. 


The group still had to continue — now, more than ever — so they did. They dispersed, trying 
their hardest to be respectful to the bodies as they searched the room for any clues regarding 
where the Conclave had gone. It was a task easier said than done; there were five possible 
exits from the foyer, a pair of doors just to the right and left of the entrance, a door beside the 
staircase, and a split hallway on the second level, the darkness around them was almost 
unnaturally heavy and overwhelming, and Dipper couldn’t help but suspect that not everyone 
in the group was fully focused on finding clues. Mabel seemed to be devoting all of her time 
and effort to ignore the three bodies, while Norman kept stealing glances to one specific 
corner of the room. In all, things weren’t looking good. Sweeping the entire building would 
take too long — they would have to pick a route and stick to it. If they picked wrong, then 
that’s the night wasted. If only they had a map. Or, Dipper realized with a start, a witness. 


Eager steps carried Dipper towards Norman. They slowed as Dipper realized what he was 
about to ask needed more tact than he was ready for. 


“Norman, are they... still here?” Dipper asked anyway, slowly. Hopefully, he could get the 
request across without sounding like a complete asshole. 


Norman’s eyes, again, drifted towards that specific corner of the room. A shadow of sadness 
and regret clouded those brilliant blues. “Yes.” 


“Can you ask them if they saw where the Conclave went?” Dipper immediately braced 
himself. It was a really shitty thing to ask, and he was pointedly aware of it. 


Norman’s reaction was strong, just like he predicted — a blend of disbelief and outrage. “You 
want to ask these people who just died, where their murderer went?” 


“Yes. Because more will join them if we don’t hurry,” Dipper countered. And that was the 
ugly truth, wasn’t it? Every shitty thing he did, he wouldn’t do if it wasn’t necessary. “Come 
on. Do you think they want that?” 


Dipper saw the change, the realization in Norman’s eyes slowly crack through the shell of 
outrage. The logic in Dipper’s request was sound, even if Norman might not want to admit it. 
Finally, with a deep breath and even heavier steps, Norman left for the corner. Dipper 
watched him go, satisfied, something close to a smile on his lips. He knew reason would win 
Norman over. Soon, Norman’s gentle, hushed voice filled the silence. He definitely took his 
time; first comforting them, before easing into an introduction. A full two minutes must have 
passed and the question was still yet to be dropped. 


Neil sidled next to Dipper, joining him in watching Norman. “Is Norman-?” He stopped, 
shooting Dipper a nasty side eye. It was a little unnerving to see that on Neil’s eternally jovial 
eyes. “That’s not cool.” 


Dipper harshly whispered, “Of course it isn’t. You think I like doing this?” 
“You're definitely not not okay with it.” 


Mabel’s voice caught Dipper off guard. That was the first proper sentence she’d said to him 
since he blew up at her. It took a few moments for him to actually process what she said, and 
another moment to turn and face her. But by then, Mabel had turned away again, acting like 
he didn’t exist. His chance had slipped away. 


Dipper huffed, pushing his annoyance to the back of his mind, his attention returning to 
Norman. He’s still conversing with the ghosts, and judging from his reaction, one of them 
had just pulled him into a hug. Dipper tapped his foot impatiently and clicked his tongue. 
“Come on, hurry it up.” 


“Dude!” Neil elbowed him in the side of his gut. It stung a lot more than he thought it would. 


Finally, at the edge of Dipper’s patience, Norman dropped the question. He went silent for a 
while, nodding along as he listened. Seconds passed, and Dipper perked when Norman 

offered a gentle thank you, before returning to the group The cloud of regret in his eyes was 
darker than before. “The Conclave went up the stairs and to the right. That’s all they know.” 


Dipper nodded. At least it was worth it. “Good start.” 


Impatient feet got Dipper to the top of the stairs while the others were only halfway up. He 
waited with his arms crossed, his feet tapping against the carpeted floor like a hummingbird 
on speed, until they eventually caught up to him on the second level. They were only a few 
seconds apart, but in his head, the wait was far, far longer. Wordlessly, he turned his heels and 
made his way down the right hallway. They had wasted more than enough time already here. 


The hallways gave him more of what the foyer had offered; gothic accessories and decor 
befitting the style of the manor, and a gloomy, oppressive darkness that felt almost unnatural. 
Like an anchor had been dropped on top of him, slowing his feet and clouding his thoughts 
with doubt. He’d wandered around in the dark before, some darker than what he’s currently 
experiencing, and he never felt anything like this. There was definitely a supernatural element 
at work here, forcing these thoughts and feelings upon him. Which meant they were on the 
right track. The Conclave wouldn’t have placed these barriers if there was nothing at the end 
of the tunnel. His theory was further reinforced when the group turned the first corner, and 
came across two more bodies. 


Two hundred and sixty six. 


“We’re on their trail.” Dipper was moving again before any doubts or second thoughts could 
properly take root. “Come on.” 


Thankfully, the rest of the group followed his lead, moving so fast their own doubts couldn’t 
catch up. Once or twice, they came across a split where the hallway branched into two or 
even three different directions. Fortunately, they never had to take blind guesses. They always 
managed to find some kind of clue that showed them the path they should take, none of 
which was as morbid as another dead body, thank god. Some of the clues were obvious, like 
scratches along the wall or pieces of broken furniture, while others were subtler, like settling 
decay on the floor shaped like a footprint. 


The clues led them to turn left around a corner. Before them was a stretch of hallway virtually 
identical to the others they had passed through, except for the crucial difference of being the 
first one to be well-lit. Natural moonlight filtered in through a row of stained windows along 
the right side of the hallway, allowing a decent view of the garden and the city, and giving the 
group a much needed reprieve from the darkness. What’s more, one of the windows had a 
hole punched through it — a sign that the Conclave passed through here, so they were still on 
the right trail. Peering through the hole, Dipper’s eyes widened. The others followed his lead, 
and saw the same sight. 


Dark clouds were forming above downtown Amity Park. A swirling vortex of black that 
hung too close to the ground for it to be natural. 


“Ts that them?” Neil wondered. Dark red flashed among those clouds for a split second, 
followed by a rumble of thunder. Dipper didn’t open his mouth, but his answer would have 
been, most likely. 


“I hope splitting up wasn’t a mistake,” Norman muttered. He sounded afraid, his voice barely 
above a whisper. 


Neil lets out a long breath. “Let’s have faith. And hope.” 
That truly was the only thing they could do for Coraline’s group from here, wasn’t it? 


Dipper tore himself away from the window. That was enough time devoted to hoping, and 
praying. Now was the time for action. And his next was to motion to the others to fall behind 
him, as he continued down the hallway. They were slower to follow him than he’d like, but 
he wasn’t about to voice that to their face, especially with Mabel among them. He’d only 
walked about ten steps before his keen eyes noticed something amiss. Halfway through the 
hallway, there was a door along the left wall, one that was ajar by an inch, maybe even less. 
Without a word to the others, Dipper advanced towards the door, only to be stopped by a firm 
hand on his arm. 


“Wait!” Neil’s voice hissed. Dipper turned, and saw Neil was the one holding him back. “If 
that is the Conclave, then what do we do?!” 


“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” Dipper glared. Neil’s grip on his arm loosened, 
and Dipper took the opportunity to wrench his arm free, which was still harder to do that he’d 
like to admit. When did Neil get this strong? 


Neil’s face twisted in a mix of fear and frustration. “We are at the bridge! It’s less than five 
steps away!” 


Dipper pushed forward regardless. He laid a hand on the door, and gently pushed. The hinges 
whined, even with the care Dipper took to open it, loud enough to make him wince. Inside 
was dark again, but the moonlight from behind helped him with parsing the details of the 
room. The main fixture of the room seemed to be a long table with a series of ornate chairs 
set around it, along with a few glass cabinets placed around the sides. It seemed to be a 
dining room of some sort, if Dipper had to guess. Some parts were still shrouded in pitch 
black, so he could be missing things. One thing he didn’t miss, even in the darkness, was a 
door at the far end of the room swinging shut just as he entered. 


Dipper glanced back at the group, his eyes meeting everyone’s, especially Neil’s. He darted 
inside, faster than Neil could move to grab him. 


“No- oh, c’mon!” Neil grumbled, but he, Norman, and Mabel still followed Dipper inside. In 
no time at all, they crossed the room and crowded around the door. 


Neil glanced about at the others, the anxiety palpable in his eyes. “I’m pretty sure this counts 
as stupid.” 


“It’s not the Conclave in there,” Norman said, his tone unflinchingly certain. When Dipper 
turned to look, his eyes were closed. 


“Y-you sure?” Neil asked, still afraid, but hearing his best friend sound so assured about this 
must’ve done wonders to his nerves. 


Norman opened his eyes. “Trust me. Their presence isn’t something you forget.” 


“Then they have to be civilians. We gotta get them out of here,” Mabel added. Good to know 
she still had her head in the game when it counted. 


Dipper leaned close and knocked on the door, careful to keep his voice gentle. “We know 
you’re in there. It’s not safe here. You need to leave the building. Now.” 


A beat passed in silence. Two beats. Three beats. Then, the door clicked, and cracked open. 
Dipper was ready for anything, but was still surprised when a face he recognized came 
peeking out. 


“Sam?” 
“Dipper?” 


It really was Sam, looking just as flabbergasted as he was. She stepped back, letting the door 
swing further in, and revealing that she wasn’t the only one inside (and that inside appeared 
to be a broom closet of some kind). Tucker was with her, his back pressed against the far 
corner of the room, a broom in his hands held like a weapon. There was another girl with 
them, one that Dipper had never met before. She held a bulky and odd-looking flashlight, 
currently turned off, but pointed towards the door. In the dim light, Dipper spotted a slight 
resemblance between her and Danny. He mentioned he had a sister, right? This must be her. 
Jazz was her name, if memory serves. 


“Sweet cripes almighty,” Tucker breathed a sigh of relief, his broom clattering out of his 
hands, “we thought you were... someone else.” 


Both groups relaxed, as relaxed as they could be in a place like this. Jazz lowered her 
flashlight, letting it dangle from a strap around her neck. A sigh followed by a small chuckle 
escaped Neil’s lips, airing out the tension between the groups. Despite that, Sam kept a 
critical eye on Dipper’s group, but he couldn’t help but notice how she kept stealing glances 
towards his gloves. A beat of silence passed before Dipper decided to open his mouth. 


“What are you doing here?” he asked. 


“Finding out what the Crimson Conclave are up to,” Sam replied. “Since they were last 
spotted here, we thought-” 


“Yeah, okay, that’s obvious.” Dipper shook his head. He should’ve phrased that better. “I 
mean, here. Specifically. In this room.” 


Sam didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes narrowed at him, looking a bit peeved at being cut 
off. “We heard someone coming, so we-” 


“We decided to set up an ambush!” Tucker puffed his chest out, hands set on his hips. He 
probably thought it would make him look brave, but in Dipper’s opinion, it only made him 
look like an asshole. 


“Can I please finish a sentence?” Sam hissed, shooting Tucker a glare. He flinched with a 
sheepish smile. 


“You hid.” Dipper gave Tucker an even stare. 
Tucker shrank further, opting to stare at his shoes. “Yeah, we hid.” 


“No, it’s okay.” Norman smiled at him. Even at a time like this, he’s still trying to comfort 
people. “That’s a smart move, really.” 


“Well, no need to hide anymore. It’s safe to come out.” Neil shrugged. “You know. Kind of.” 


They were still wary, eyes darting towards the door to the hallway and the shadows in the 
comer, as well they should, but one by one they filed out of the closet. Jazz dragged a black 
duffel bag behind them out of the shadows. They appear to be well-equipped, if not as well- 
quipped as Dipper’s group, judging from how the duffel bag threatened to burst and spill all 
of its contents onto the floor. Not the most effective method of carrying your gear, but at least 
they didn’t come empty-handed. 


“You brought your own gear. Good,” Dipper noted. 


“Yeah, we got crosses, garlics, stakes; classic vampire hunter stuff,’ Sam listed, prodding the 
bag with a foot. She gestured to the flashlight in Jazz’s hand. “And we brought some UV 
lights, too. Pretty much everything that should be able to harm vampires.” 


So that’s what it was. That would absolutely come in handy. As he observed the flashlight, he 
couldn’t help but notice its holder eyeing him closely, looking rather pensive. “So, you are... 
Dipper?” Jazz started carefully. “You look much younger in person.” 


Dipper frowned, not amused. What was that supposed to mean? That he looked like a child? 


Jazz tore her gaze away from Dipper and casted a long, hard look at the rest of his group. 
“You're all a lot younger than I thought you’d be.” 


“If you doubt our capabilities, don’t.” Dipper crossed his arms. “I can guarantee you we are 
more than qualified to be here.” 


“No, no, I’m not casting doubt or anything, I’m just-” Jazz let out a sigh, before she shook 
her head in disbelief. “Wow, you start off young these days, huh?” 


Tucker suddenly grabbed Jazz by the shoulders from behind, drawing a small yelp from her. 
“Don’t pay too much attention to worrywart Jazz here,” he snickered with a dumb grin. 
“She’s too much of a mom for her own good.” 


Jazz, recovering from her shock, immediately elbowed Tucker off of her. Tucker stepped 
back, grimacing, but the pain wasn’t enough to completely wipe the dumb grin off of his 
face. Dipper held back from rolling his eyes. Trying not to judge Sam’s group too hard was a 
losing battle, based on what he’s seen of them so far. 


“No offense, but I thought you guys would be out there helping Danny,” Neil chimed in. 
“This place is really dangerous. Like, there are three of them here. Three.” 


“Hey, don’t go doubting our skills now. We saved the world so many times, it’s not even 
funny.” Tucker’s lips curled into an easy, cocky smile. How could he be so relaxed at a time 
like this? “And honestly? We thought you’d be the ones helping Danny.” 


“Some of us are,” Dipper explained. It was a miracle none of his disdain showed through. 
“We split into two groups. One helps Danny, the other finds out what the Conclave wants 
with this place.” 


“Speaking of.” Sam cut in. Her head was cocked, her gaze sharp. “What’s the deal with these 
vampires? What do they want?” 


Dipper glanced to the side, his eyes meeting Norman’s. There was a silent understanding 
between them; Lili’s words ringing in his head, and no doubt ringing in Norman’s too. It’s 
really for the best that they keep things uncomplicated. “We’re trying to figure that out 
ourselves,” he answered. Technically, that much was true. 


“Uh huh.” Sam said, slowly. Her gaze remained sharp on him, just short of a glare. She’s 
clearly not satisfied with his answer, and suspected there was more to find beneath. Honestly, 
good on her. She’s got a good head on her shoulders. 


Still, the topic needed to change, fast. “Your turn,” Dipper said. “Do you know anything 
strange about this manor? Anything that would cause the Conclave to target this place?” 


The edges of Sam’s lips twisted, but she didn’t answer. Instead, it was Jazz who answered 
after a moment of thought. “None that we can think of. It’s an old, fancy manor, and that’s 
about it.” 


Dipper hummed. Not the kind of answer he would’ve liked. At least now both sides were 
even. They had spent far too much time talking, anyway. The Conclave was still out there, 
advancing whatever plan they had. The group needed to get moving again, five minutes ago. 


“Anything anyone else would like to add?” Dipper asked. The question was mostly 
rhetorical. He’d walk away unless anyone has something incredibly useful or important to 
Say. 


“Here’s one.” Tucker raised a finger. Dipper came very close to walking away then and there. 
“See, the family that owns the estate - the Garsteins - is handing over ownership of this place 
to the city. They’re trying to turn this into a museum or something, from what I heard. Not 
sure why they think people want a museum this far uptown? Or what kind of museum-” 


“The point.” Dipper resisted the urge to roll his eyes, already regretting the decision to stay. 
This Tucker character had to be quite exceptional if Danny Phantom had faith in him, but 
right now, Dipper was having a hard time seeing it. 


Tucker stumbled over his words a bit, but continued. “Er, part of the process is, they mapped 
out the entire estate, which they then uploaded to the city archives. I hacked in and found a 
partial map.” 


Tucker pulled out a device from his pocket - seemed like a heavily modified PDA of some 
kind - and offered it up to Dipper’s group. On the device’s display was a map of the manor. 
Dipper recognized the foyer where they entered, and some of the hallways that they passed 
through. Curiously, the room they were in didn’t seem to be included. That must be what 
Tucker meant by a partial map. 


“The most important thing we noticed is this.” Tucker zoomed the display on two particular 
rooms. “This is the library, and behind it is another room. As far as we can tell, this room 
isn’t connected to anything else and the only way in is to go through the library.” 


Interest twinkled in Dipper’s eyes. He understood what Tucker was implying. “A secret 
room.” 


“And if there’s anything a bunch of weirdo vampires want with this place, it’s gotta be in a 
secret room, right?” 


It would make for a rather safe bet. “Thanks for the tip.” Dipper nodded. It improved his 
view of Tucker, ever so slightly. 


“You say that like we’re not coming with you,” came Sam’s cutting words, her narrowed 
gaze cutting even deeper. 


“Of course you guys are coming with! We’re all in the same team!” Neil said with an 
awkward, disarming smile, faster than Dipper could retort. “The more, the merrier, right?” 


“They...” Dipper tried, he really tried, but he knew if he voiced what he truly thinks, that he 
was against the notion, it would only lead to more unnecessary conversations. Time was a 
luxury they don’t have. “Fine.” 


That satisfied almost everyone, except for Mabel and Sam. Mabel’s lips quirked an inch 
closer to the ground, her frown deepening. She, of all people, would know the real reason 
why he relented. Sam still kept her eyes fixed on him, like he had an ulterior motive, but he’d 
worry about that once it becomes relevant. 


At last, the group finally moved once more, now seven persons strong. They were halfway 
through the room when, suddenly, Dipper felt the room spin, and his vision blur. Everything 
cleared after only a split second, but he suddenly found himself clutching one of the chairs, 
leaning on it to keep himself from collapsing to the floor. Gritting his teeth, he pushed 
himself off of the chair, only for his world to spin once more, for the sensation of falling to 
overtake him. He had no idea how much time passed, but when his sight returned and 
everything was normal again, he found himself on his knees, his face inches away from 
connecting with the floor, with unfamiliar arms around him being the only thing keeping him 
from a bruised nose. Damn. Sleep deprivation couldn’t have kicked in at a worse time. 


Dipper looked up and saw that he was surrounded. Everyone stared at him with a mix of 
surprise, confusion, and concern. He looked down at the arms wrapped around him, 
following them until he met Jazz’s face, looking just as surprised as the others. 


“Are you okay?” she asked with almost motherly concern. 


Dipper wrestled Jazz’s arms away from him, a little red in the cheeks. “Fine.” He hastily rose 
to his feet. Fortunately, the world stayed in place and his vision remained clear. “Didn’t sleep 
much, is all.” 


“A nap and a shower would’ve fixed that,” Mabel said. To have her talking to him again 
would be delightful, but not when she spoke with that irritating tone every time. 


Dipper sighed, but kept it low. “This is hardly the time, Mabel.” 
Tucker leaned in, took a whiff, and grimaced. “She’s got a point, dude. You smell awful.” 


“Zip it.” Dipper snapped. It’ll take more than one half-decent map for him to accept shit from 
someone like Tucker. 


Dipper stormed off towards the door before anyone else could get cute with him. He peeked 
out of the room, eyes darting left and right — the hallway was clear, thank god. Not taking a 
chance, he sneaked out on his tiptoes, motioning with his fingers for the others to follow. It 
took them a second, but one by one, they filed out of them room. Their trek through the 
manor continued. Finally, they were making progress again. 


Dipper kept Tucker close to the front of the group, because he stubbornly refused to part from 
his PDA when Dipper asked him to and he still needed the map to lead the way. To Tucker’s 
credit, he could actually be quite competent, when kept his mouth shut. The way his fingers 
easily danced around the PDA in his hands spoke of skill and experience that stretched back 
years. The device itself was impressive. It was definitely not store-brand — either he heavily 
modified it himself, or he built it from scratch with his own hands. Still, Dipper made sure it 
was clear that he was the one leading the group. 


The map made a world of difference in navigating the hallways of the manor. They neared 
the library in no time at all. Only a few more corners until they reached their destination. 
Dipper paused just before one, and like many times before, signaled the group to stay back as 
he peeked around the corner. Unlike many times before, his eyes nearly bulged out of its 
sockets. Unless his eyes were playing tricks on him, he was certain he had just seen some 
kind of eyeball made from glass, with wings, also made from glass, disappear around the far 
corner. 


Dipper turned back to the group, a little nervous. “Off topic, but does anyone here know how 
long you can go without sleep before you start hallucinating?” 


“About four nights,” Jazz answered, justifiably wary. “Why?” 
Dipper smirked. This was only night three. “Then I just found our next lead.” 


Dipper rounded the corner, gesturing for the group to follow. The next corner opened up to a 
rather large space, with a stairway leading downwards — that was where they needed to go, 
Dipper remembered — and the upper area being a sort of mezzanine level that left a lot of the 
ground floor visible from up where they were. And sure enough, on the lower level, flying in 
a steady circle, was the very same glass winged eyeball that he saw before. Judging from 
everyone’s reactions, he was relieved to know that he wasn’t hallucinating. 


“What is that?” Sam wondered in a whisper. 


The group crowded around the corner, everyone curious to see the eye’s next move. They 
watched as the eyeball stopped, hovering in place, staring down a hallway on the ground 
floor. After a moment, it flew up to the second floor and began to pivot in place, its gaze 
sweeping across the mezzanine level. Everyone immediately, hastily pulled back. 


“Some kind of spying eye, I think. Like a drone.” Dipper’s face darkened. “For the 
Conclave.” 


Tucker glanced down at his PDA. “Library’s down there. We are definitely sniffing the right 
tail.” He looked around at the group. “Any ideas, gang?” 


Dipper’s first thought was to shoot it down with a fire blast, but he still had no idea how to 
reliably control the blast. It might get too loud and destructive. The group was silent, deep in 
thought, until Norman offered, “I can shoot it, maybe?” 


Dipper beamed at the suggestion. “That is an excellent idea.” 


“Shoot it?” Sam raised an eyebrow. Wordlessly, Norman brought his hand up. A brief surge 
of lightning crackled across his fingertips. Sam’s eyes widened, and she took a step back. 
“Oh.” 


Tucker and Jazz backed away too; their eyes wide with a mix wonder and fear. The group 
stepped aside to let Norman make his way to the front. As Norman peeked around the corner, 
Dipper couldn’t resist the urge from leaning forward to catch as much of the show for 
himself. Norman waited — keeping his hand behind him as lightning surged and crackled to it 
— as the eye finished its sweep of the room. Once the eye was looking away from the group, 
he stretched a hand out, releasing a lightning bolt from his palm. The bolt split the air, only to 
barely graze the side of the eyeball, before it struck the far wall. The hit was still enough to 
take out one of its wings, sending it hurtling against the railing of the mezzanine, before it 
dropped onto the floor of the upper area, flopping in place like a fish out of water. 


Dipper’s lips thinned into a line. That was mildly disappointing. 


Norman retreated before the eye could spot him. He stared down at his hands, at the remnants 
of lightning dancing around his fingers, before looking up, meeting everyone’s eyes with a 
grimace. “I guess I’m a bit rusty. Sorry.” 


Before Dipper could respond, Sam stepped forward, clutching a small cloth pouch held 
together with a piece of yarn in her hand. “Allow me,” she said, her eyes purposefully 
meeting Dipper’s with a small, but rather assured smile on her lips. “I’ve been trying out 
some of the stuff you sent me.” 


Dipper raised an eyebrow, intrigued, and so were the others. He watched as Sam placed the 
pouch on her left palm, before she untied the piece of yarn, letting the pouch unfurl, revealing 
the components inside — a few drops of mercury, a sprinkle of tin salt, and a smattering of 
yellow-ish powder that Dipper couldn’t name at first glance. She used the yarn to create a 
circle with the components in its center, at the same time leaning in and whispering a short, 


droning chant. The components melted and seeped into the fabric with every pass of the 
chant, only stopped from spreading further by the yarn circling it. The chant finished, the 
circle now glowing dimly in the dark. She scraped the glowing circle from the cloth almost 
like a sticker, holding it limp between two fingers. She gave it a firm flick — the activation 
act, Dipper realized — finalizing it into a rigid, shimmering disc of light. 


Sam hugged the corner, and with practiced ease, she flung the disc. It arced through the air, 
forming an impossible curve to strike down onto the spasming eyeball, cracking it clean in 
half. 


Sam turned to the group to give them a small curtsy, before walking out into the hallway, 
picking up the disc of light as she walked past. Dipper smiled, and damn near chuckled. He’d 
always appreciated a bit of showmanship, especially when the person has enough bite to back 
their bark. 


Norman turned to him. “You said the spells you sent her were harmless.” 
“Technically, a chair is harmless.” Dipper shrugged. “But, when you throw it at someone...” 


Dipper followed after Sam, but stopped just short of the stairs, his attention grabbed by the 
eye’s remains. Jazz and Tucker did the same, while the others made their way down the 
stairs. Dipper knelt beside the remains, inspecting it closer. It was an intriguing construct, for 
sure. The glass it was created from seemed to be the same glass the manor used for its 
windows. There were also elements of clay acting as the core for the entire construct. He 
made a mental note of where the remains lay. He’d love to have a more thorough look at it 
later. It could prove to be useful. 


“Tf that’s the Conclave’s drone, won’t they know when it’s destroyed?” Jazz frowned. 
“Maybe they’ ll think something fell on it?” Tucker tried. It wasn’t that great of an attempt. 


“They know alright. They know someone is here.” Dipper rose to his feet and met their eyes. 
“They don’t know it’s us. That’s the important part.” 


Dipper made his way downstairs, Jazz and Tucker trailing behind him. He spotted the main 
group standing at the end of the hallway that the eye had been guarding, with a doorway open 
before them. And yet, they haven’t actually proceeded through it. Questions marks practically 
hovered over his head as Dipper made his way down the hallway. He shouldered past them, 
and stopped dead in his tracks. His questions were answered. Before him was a wall of 
darkness. 


Literally. Beyond the doorway was nothing. Pitch black. It was as if the world beyond ceased 
to exist. 


Jazz switched on her portable UV light, blindingly bright to the point that Dipper and a few 
others flinched away from it. She pointed it towards the doorway, and the light stopped. As if 
it was shining on an actual wall painted black. Jazz switched the light off. 


Tucker squeaked. “That’s, uh... not natural.” 


Not at all, but it was still the only path forward. Dipper took a chance, took a step closer to 
the dark. He brought a gloved hand up, and inched it as close as he dared to the doorway. Just 
like the light before, the runic glow of the gloves couldn’t penetrate the darkness, shining on 
it like it was a solid wall. Biting his lip, throwing all caution to the wind, Dipper thrusted his 
hand forward. 


Noises and squeaks erupted behind him, and he wasn’t entirely sure he kept his silence either. 
The dark swallowed his hand, disappearing completely, glowing glove and all. The sensation 
was bizarre. He could still feel his hand, feel it enveloped by an unnatural cold, feel it as he 
gingerly moved it around in the dark. He pulled out, the glow of the gloves returning, his 
hand none the worse for wear. A little chilly maybe, but unharmed. 


“Definitely not natural.” 


“The leader of the Conclave is good with magic,” Dipper remembered. “He must’ve placed 
this here.” 


“So the Conclave can be in there?” 


Tucker’s words were like the detonator that triggered an avalanche of icy cold fear in their 
hearts. They looked amongst themselves. The dark alone, they could handle. But knowing the 
things the darkness could hide — dangerous, deadly things — made for quite the dilemma. 
Knowing that the Conclave could be waiting in there, maybe even a mere five feet away from 
where they stood, with no way for them to tell, rattled them to their very core. 


“There is no other way to the library, is it?” Neil asked, afraid of the answer. 
Tucker shrugged weakly. “If there is one, it’s not on the map.” 


Doubt and fear squeezed his chest, tightening like a deadly vice. But his doubts, his fears; 
they didn’t matter. He didn’t matter. What mattered was finding out what the Conclave had 
planned. For the two hundred and sixty six lives they had claimed. 


“We’re going in.” 
That turned quite a few heads. Every head in the room, really. 


“Okay, let’s not be hasty about this,” Jazz quickly interjected. “Like Tucker said, the map 
isn’t complete. There could still be other ways to get to the library.” 


“And waste more time trying to find it? No thanks.” 


Dipper stepped closer to the darkness. His face was mere inches away. He was ready to take 
the plunge. 


“I’m not afraid of the dark.” 
He looked over his shoulder. His gaze was harsh. Piercing. 


“Are you?” 


The others couldn’t meet his gaze. Their eyes wandered anywhere that wasn’t him. Except 
for Mabel. She stared him dead in the eye. For the first time in a long time, she was 
completely unreadable. 


“I mean, sure, I don’t sleep with night lights on anymore, but this is no ordinary darkness. 
This is advanced darkness,” Tucker whined. That’s all he’s good for. Whine, whine, whine. 
“How are we supposed to find our way around in there?” 


“Second corridor on the left, first corridor on the right, then third door on the right. That’s 
where the library is,” Dipper recited. He practically had it memorized. “We have a map. We 
follow it.” 


“Partial map.” Tucker, again, failed to keep his mouth shut. “Just, as a reminder.” 


Dipper saw that coming. Why’d he even waste time talking to Tucker? He wasn’t the one 
worth talking to. “Sam, you’re clearly the leader of your group. What do you think?” 


Sam pursed her lips. “Hold on.” She flung her light disc at the doorway. It shattered on 
impact against the darkness. She grimaced, then turned to Dipper. “Yeah. Absolutely not.” 


Dipper turned in place, putting his back against the dark. Damn. He genuinely thought that 
would work. “Thought you’d be different,” he said. 


Sam narrowed her eyes, hands on her hips. “Don’t give me that. You’re the one that’s been 
hyping up how dangerous they are. Can you blame me?” 


Dipper stepped back, deflated. Disappointed. Danny must’ve been the only one keeping his 
team afloat. “That’s it, then?” he spat. “We’re giving up? Turning back, just like that?” 


“We are not turning back. We’re just looking for another way,” Jazz claimed. Her patronizing 
tone said otherwise. 


“We don’t have the time for that!” Dipper clawed away at his own scalp. He was near the 
edge, frustration rising closer to a boiling point. “Am I the only one here keeping track of 
how many people the Conclave have killed?! Two hundred and sixty six!” 


His words rang. The color drained from the faces of Sam’s group. Tucker’s PDA slid out of 
his hands and clattered against the floor. Jazz’s arms fell limp at her sides. Finally, they truly 
see what was at stake. 


“They- they- what?” Sam choked out. 
“And that number is going to go up the longer we waste time here!” 
“To two hundred and seventy three?” 


Dipper froze. He didn’t expect Mabel, of all people, to speak up. He counted quickly. That 
was exactly seven numbers up. “Because that’s what’ll happen if we go through there.” 


For Mabel’s eyes to be so uncharacteristically piercing was unsettling, but Dipper wasn’t 
deterred. His determination didn’t flinch. “It won’t. You know what we can do.” 


“And you know what they can do,” Mabel countered as she took a step closer to him. 
“Dipper, this is suicide.” 


Norman stepped forward too, joining Mabel. “We were supposed to stay out of trouble. 
Coraline’s orders.” 


God. Her. Seeing her in a positive light had grown increasingly difficult to do. “After which 
she speeds off to fight a vampire.” 


“You know what she meant, man,” Neil sighed. 


Dipper could barely believe what’s happening. Everyone, even his own team, his own 
friends, his own sister, had sided against him. Just because of one dark corridor. The Mystery 
Kids is dead — and the killer wasn’t a group of vampires. It was a fear of the dark. A fear of 
the unknown. The unknown they once loved. 


Dipper didn’t recognize the people standing in front of him anymore. 


“What is wrong with you all?” Dipper never imagined a day would come when he’d spit 
words with such venom to his own friends, but he never thought they’d act like cowards 
when faced with the unknown. “Is it dangerous to go in there? Of course it is! But we didn’t 
sign up for this because it’s safe!” 


Mabel matched his voice. She took another step closer. “Facing danger is one thing, but 
you’re acting like you don’t want to walk out of here at all!” 


Dipper maintained his gaze, but it proved harder and harder to do. She was getting too close. 
“What happens to me doesn’t matter,” he said. 


“Of course it does!” Mabel got close enough to grab him by the shoulders. She was shaking. 


“In the past, maybe.” Dipper had to look away. It was impossible to look her in the eye when 
she’s this close. When his hands were stained with the blood of two hundred and sixty six 
lives. “But not anymore.” 


Mabel squeezed his shoulders, enough to hurt. “You are not-!” She stopped. Her hands left 
him. When Dipper looked, her hands have moved to cover her mouth. Fear clouded her eyes, 
and it wasn’t of the dark or the unknown. “Oh god.” 


It was worse. A fear that cut closer to the heart. A fear that brought him back to summertime 
in Gravity Falls, a lifetime ago. To an attic bedroom, red sunset light spilling through the sole 
window, moments before his sister stormed off in tears carrying the wrong backpack. Mabel 
stumbled back, lost in a daze, unprepared to catch herself when she tripped. Neil was quick to 
be there, gently lowering her to the floor, keeping a comforting hold on her. Mabel raised her 
distraught eyes to meet his, mouth falling open. He knew what she was about to say. 


“We’re becoming them. This is Stan and Ford all over again.” 


“No!” Dipper paused. He was caught off guard by how strongly he reacted. How fast the 
word left him. His eyes, unfocused, fell to the ground. Why did it affect him so much when it 
was so clearly untrue? “This is... different. We’re different.” 


Mabel didn’t respond. He just heard her breathing. Heavy. Shaky. Maybe it was for the best. 
He had no idea what else he would say to Mabel. Probably something bad. Something that 
would make this entire catastrophe worse. 


Seconds passed in agonizing silence. Dipper chanced a glance forward, and regretted it. 
Norman stared at him, and had been staring all this time. Silent. Judging. Of all the people in 
the world, Norman was judging him. 


Without having a clue of what to say, Dipper spoke, “Look. This is for-” 


“The greater good?” Norman’s words stung. He’d read him like an open book. “Dipper, this 
isn’t you.” 


For the first time today, Dipper almost laughed. “Then I don’t know who the hell you think 
you’re talking to right now.” 

“I’m talking to Dipper Pines. My teammate, my friend, my-!” Norman stopped. For what 
reason, Dipper didn’t know, but the slightest shade of red now tinted his cheeks. “Someone 
I... deeply care about.” 


Somehow, the thought of being deeply cared about made his stomach churn. “Well... people 
change.” Dipper looked at anything that wasn’t Norman. He couldn’t bear it. He didn’t 
deserve it. “Being responsible for hundreds of deaths can do that.” 


“Alright, time out!” 


A new, unwelcome voice cut in - Sam’s. She had stepped ahead of her group, dangerously 
frustrated and anger visibly close to a boiling point. 


“Can you please cut all this drama shit out and tell us, what the hell is going on?!” 
She was no longer interested in being polite, and as Dipper met her gaze, so was he. 


“You said you don’t know jack about these vampires, but you clearly do.” Sam raised her fist, 
and began jabbing a finger at him. “You know their leader is good with magic. You know 
what they are capable of. You know they apparently have killed two hundred and sixty six 
people.” 


Dipper tried to glare back, but couldn’t. His head spinning, his chest twisting, his stomach 
churning - it was all too much. The world was too much. He snapped his eyes shut, and 
weakly, meekly, desperately, begged for everything to stop. 


“And now you’re saying you re responsible for hundreds of deaths? What the hell have you 
guys been doing since we last met?!” 


“You shut the fuck up!” 


The words left his lips, but he didn’t remember making the decision. It was forced out of him, 
ripped out from deep within him by a primal force he couldn’t control. His eyes were wide 
open now, carved into a glare that he’d wanted, but what he saw was not what he expected. 
He expected fire and venom, outrage and hostility. Instead, he saw faces falling, glares 
softening. They looked at him now with distress. With pity. 


Dipper blinked. His eyes were hot. Something tickled his cheeks. He raised a hand to his face 
and, as he pulled back, saw that it was wet. 


Tears? 
No. No, tears have no place here. Tears are useless. Tears won’t bring down the Conclave. 
He had to focus. Focus on what really mattered. 


Mason wiped away the tears. He forced his breathing to steady. He stared at the cowards 
around him, cold as ice. 


“I thought you all wouldn’t let me do this alone,” he said. “I guess I’m wrong.” 


Mason took one step back. The coldness of the dark was like needles prickling his back. A 
chorus of exclaimed noes, stops, and waits entered one ear and exited the other. 


One voice won over the others, as his twin sister rose to her feet, tears cascading down her 
face. 


“You promised me! You promised you won’t do anything stupid!” Mabel screamed. Begged. 
“What happened to that promise?!” 


Mason paused, swallowed, and forced his aching heart to remain frozen. 
“Consider it broken.” 


Mason let the darkness, the cold envelop him. Away from his friends. Away from his family. 
Away from the light. 


He is not afraid of the dark. 
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So, full disclosure, this was not intended to be a two-parter. But I promised to myself 
that I'll get a new chapter out before the year is out, so this is the shortcut that I took. It 
still ended up being a surprisingly satisfying narrative, of Dipper’s continued spiral into 
absolutely losing his shit. 


By the way, can I tell you something? Writing someone descending into a worse version 
of themselves gets distinctly not fun once you are about 5k words in. That’s the main 
reason why I kept leaving this chapter. It just gets too heavy to enter that mindspace for 
that long. Anyway. Next chapter shouldn’t be as depressing. I hope. 


So, 2019 comes to an end. Productivity-wise, a step down from 2018, but it’s not all 
bad. Made a few fics that aren’t about the MK. Started a few projects that are refreshing 
to say the least. Got into D&D again, recently. So, yeah, I miss the quantity that I 
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